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1. The Dope 


A field of yellow and pink flowers was spread out before me for miles in all directions. 
This is my favorite place, a place away from everyone, theres nothing here to bother me. It 
reminds me of spring, my favorite time of the year... How I wish it was spring... 

“Roxy...” 

The scent of the flowers is both intoxicating and yet, oddly comforting. Across the way, 
theres a white cat playing in the pink flowers. I wonder if cats ever worry about their hair 
getting painted that way, I wonder if they care. I bet they do it deliberately. 

“Roxy.” 

Cats seem so carefree; I wonder what its up to? Lets go see. A warm breeze is blowing 
through the field, the perfect temperature for this time of year, the perfect time to be playing 
in a field like this cat. Upon sitting next to my furry little friend, they look up at me. Their 
eyes perfect heterochromatic diamonds. 

I say to the cat, “Hello there! Dont mind me, I’m just here to enjoy the flowers too!” 

Its eves pull me in closer. Maybe this is my spirit animal, or my protector? In history class 
we learned about all kinds of cat spirits like that. 

Then it opened its mouth, and spoke. 

“Roxy! Wake up!” 

Huh? 

“Roxy, are you in there? Class is already over! We’re gonna have to wait in line if we don’t get 
going now!” 

And just like that, I was back in the real world, this world. 

Looking up at the clock, they were right, both hands telling me it was the end of the school day. 
Another dark day almost over. 

Wait a minute, what were they just talking about? Late for what? Oh, right... 

I could feel the knot in my stomach as soon as I realized where they wanted me to go. Maybe 
I’m just overthinking it, maybe they want to go to the— 

“We’re gonna stop by the new DopaDream place! You haven’t been right? You have to go, 
come on!” 

Yup, that is where they wanted me to go. 

“J—I don’t know, I mean, does it hurt? I saw a news thing where they talked to people who 
had used it and, it’s just scary is all.” 

I really, really, really do not want to go. 

But before I even get my bag slung around my back, my friends are whisking me off towards 
this place. Not like I really wanted to go home anyway, I never want to go home, but I don’t want 
to go here either. 

We have to walk through the cold fall air and a not-so-nice part of town I’ve only ever driven 


by, P’ll be an icicle before I get there. Could it really be all that bad? Probably not, I’m probably just 
scaring myself: 

After a brisk 45-minute walk, the three of us find ourselves in front of the building. It towered 
over the long abandoned shops in the adjacent lots like a cutting-edge castle. The logo was like a 
dragon, or the crest of a demon, with its sharp pomts and tail branded against the ghost white walls. 
Perhaps it was the freezing air around me, but my blood began to ice over at the sight of that 
futuristic symbol of sin. With a quick turn I started to move in the opposite direction as fast as my 
feet would let me, when out of nowhere, a pair of hands grabbed me and stopped me dead in place. 

“Oh sorry Mister I—” 

The man held me firmly but his demeanor was completely different than what I expected, he 
seemed...happy, joyous even. His hands were chilled to the bone, but he was wearing a T-shirt and 
shorts, blissfully ignorant of the autumn around him. 

Then I saw his eyes. 

He was a Dope. 

That’s what I heard they were called when the news talked about them. These people who were 
regulars of DopaDream were always happy and smiling. They never got mad or got into fights either. 
But when you looked in their eyes, it was like looking into the hollow center ofa tree, nothing was 
there. They said it was open to all ages yet they only ever showed adults on the news. I don’t know 
what he saw when I looked into his eyes, but he certainly didn’t see a freezing cold kid who just 
wanted to get the heck out of there. 

“Hey there little lady, it’s alright, I know you’re probably excited to get in there too, but don’t 
worry.” 

A sudden tug at my coat twisted me back around to two red-faced girls with pouting scowls. 

“Jeez Roxy you’re embarrassing us, just calm down alright!” 

At that point the last thing I wanted to hear was a lecture from anybody. As I went to yell the 
line started moving again, and I ate my anxiety. 

The inside of the place looked like a doctor’s office. Our line went from single file to two 
separate lines against each wall. One sign read “Returning” the other one said “New User’, beyond 
them they took you into two different rooms. Sheepishly, I followed behind my two friends, who 
were giddily talking among themselves about how great it was going to be. 

What have I gotten myself into? 

In the waiting room, we saw a large screen against the wall, and opposite that was a row of 
seats. There was a stack of papers, pens, and small clipboards for us to write on, on a table directly 
in front of the chairs. I thought we were just gonna get whatever this stuffis and go on but I guess 
this makes more sense. 


-Name: 
Roxy Caldwell 


-Height: 
Ohi 
4ft. 


-Weight: 
Sheesh, is this really necessary? Alright. 
90Ibs. 


-What is it that makes you happy? 
Happy... What is it that makes me happy... 


The question to end all questions, and I’m supposed to know what that is? I don’t even know 
what I want for dinner! A lot of things would make me happy, getting my braces removed, getting 
out of school, not being here, not being home, not being anywhere really... 

These can’t be the only three questions on the paper, right? I flip over the paper, but it’s blank, 
that’s all there is, just these three simple questions. 


“Roxy...” 


-What is it that makes you happy? 
Spring flowers ...and cats! 


After finishing this agonizing three sentence question thingy, I notice everybody else just sitting 
around everywhere. The blood rushes to my face and I try and covertly as possible push the sides 
of my coat around my face. I guess everybody knows what makes them happy. 

“Hey Roxy? You finished right?” my friend eagerly prodded me. 

“Yea...” I chirp back, still hidden within my fortress of coat fur. 

“What did you put for the last answer?” 

“What do you mean what did I put!? You’re supposed to put what you want, this isn’t a test!” 

Abruptly cutting off our conversation, the large screen begins to play something. 

“Hello, and welcome to DopaDream!” the man on the screen looks like a doctor, his words 
accentuated by hand gestures at the end of every word, this feels like being back at school. 

“Tf you’re watching this video, then you have decided to take a journey into a new world, a 
world transformed by what makes you happy, what thrills you, and what will transform your outlook 
on life, forever.” 

Forever... thats a long time. 

“The process is simple and painless, we take this state-of-the-art technology and stimulate this 
particular part of your brain, and when you wake up, the world you interact with will be what you 
want it to be.” 

The graphic on screen following his words shows some kind of large mechanical arm injecting... 

I cover my eyes with my face, a giant needle? Pamless!? I doubt it! 

What do I do? I want to chicken out, I hate needles! But what if my friends make fun of 
me? I'll never be able to go back to school. 

My coat became department store camouflage as my vision disappeared deep within the coat. 
They’ Il never find me in here, for sure. An arm reaches out and touches my shoulder, bringing me 
back to reality. A woman in a blue nurses outfit is standing there. 


“Hey there, It’s your turn to go in.” 

“What?” I blurt through my armor. Everyone is gone. My internal freak-out must have lasted 
longer then I thought and time just flew by. 

I can’t do tt. 

I can’t, I just can’t. 

What even happened to my friends? Had they gone in already? Oh crap, I don’t want to walk 
home alone! Why didn’t they tell me they had already gone in? 

Before another battle rages in my head, the woman assures me that everything is going to be 
alright, and ushers me to the corridor. The room in which this is all happening actually looks pretty 
similar to what was in the video, I think. Everything was the same color, there was a framed picture 
on the wall, but it was the same color as the walls. That’s kinda weird. Around the table are two 
chairs, and between those is the machine. The giant scary machine I had seen in the video. 

Every time I thought about leaving, about running away, there was a part of me that couldn’t. It 
was like my body physically would not let me. The thought of turning around now made my feet like 
lead, but the thought of moving forward kept them moving. 

“Just relax, and think about what makes you happy, Roxy, and soon that’s all you’ll see.” 

All I'll see... 

I closed my eyes, and waited. 

And waited. 

And waited some more. 

Then I felt a weird tingling sensation in the back of my mind, like a good feeling from the past, or 
remembering a memory of something that makes you happy. 

Wait a minute. Happy feelings... 

My eyes immediately flew open. What I saw I could not believe, but even more I could not 
believe how I felt. All around me the walls had become a bright vivid yellow with lavender trim 
around the edges. The painting that had once held nothing but the color of the wall, now included a 
large flower, a beautiful dandelion in Spring. When my eyes caught that detail I jolted backward, 
almost falling off the table. The doctor and his assistant were saying something to me, but I couldn’t 
hear them. All I could do was focus on that painting. I had to touch it, I had to feel that it was real. 
Each petal of the dandelion was grooved, the entire thing was embossed, as if it was made to be 
that way. But that’s just a flat wall, I saw it when I walked in here. Rubbing my fingers together, a 
few specs of paint had come off ftom the painting. 

“How do you feel Roxy?” the doctor asked in a tempered but eager voice. 

I looked at him, and on both of their faces were smiles, waiting to here what I had to say, 
waiting for me. All I felt was the warmness of love, and I smiled too. 

“Happy,” I jubilantly reported. 


Waiting for me outside, were my two friends. They were excited but not in the way I was. 
“Oh my gosh Roxy are you alright?” they both sounded so worried. 

“I’m great, in fact, I feel happy! Don’t you?” 

They looked at each other than looked away and seemed to not want to look at me. 
“Oh, well, we kinda—” 


“We couldn’t do it!” the other blurted out. 

Somewhere in my mind, maybe I should have been mad, but it just wasn’t there. 

“We’re so sorry Roxy! We brought you here and now you’re—” 

“Happy, I’m happy! What’s there to be sorry about? If it wasn’t for you two, I would still be 
unhappy!” 

As a matter of fact, it was then that I looked around out there for the first time. All around me, 
the world had changed. Gray and brown washed-out buildings looked like they had been washed 
and painted with beautiful, bright, saturated sky blues and strawberry reds. Across the street from us 
was a small park that was filled with iridescent flowers. I could feel a smile crossing my face from 
ear to ear. 

This was the greatest day of my life. 

The breeze around me was also so much better. I don’t know how it got warmer, but I started 
to take my coat off when my friends stopped me. 

“Roxy what is wrong with you? It’s freezing out here!” 

I pomted past them to the park, and right where I pointed, just at the edge of the park, was a 
white cat staring back at me. It was somewhat faint, but I was almost certain that it was. 

“But it’s gotten so warm! Can’t you feel it? And look at that cute kitty on the edge of the park, 
we should go play with it!” 

One of my friends looked out at the park, and another gave me a worried look and put her hand 
to my forehead. 

“Roxy...I think we should head home now.” 

“But...” I protested, pointing back to the cat. But when I looked again, it was gone. Must have 
gone home. 

Everything changed after that. 

The life I had wanted, the warmness I had longed for, was there. I could wear whatever I 
wanted and I felt great, getting through school was so much easier and every class felt exhilarating. 
Even the things that happened at home were... 

Even the people around me seemed happier. Well, I don’t know if they were happy, but they 
were always smiling! How did the world survive without this procedure? And why isn’t everyone 
doing tt! 

Oh well, I’m still happy. 

Every day was the same. Every day was amazing, just like I remembered them being. Imagine 
waking up every day and feeling good. Imagine being excited to go to school, where the spring 
breeze whistled through my ears and my skin felt like it was being touched by angel hands. 

Then one day, a month or so later, I found a hole. 

I was sitting in class, and I heard it. 

“Roxy.” 

We were all sitting in class, English class, I didn’t love English, but I came to love it! I couldn’t 
hate it, I felt too good to hate anything. I looked around the room, but no windows were open. The 
sky was the same gorgeous blue sky that it always was, with just a dab of fluffy white cloud in the 
center. 

Hmm, it must just be me hearing things. 


“Now, class, I want you to read through chapter four silently and we’ll talk about it when you’re 
all done.” 

I smile at the teacher, and quickly follow where I had my bookmark. 

“Hey Roxy! What the heck? Why did you hit my desk?” the person behind me whispered 
angrily. 

Every word on the page. 

Was my name. 

It was just Roxy, over and over and over again. When I saw that, I had slammed into the back 
of my chair. Then I heard it again, the wind, this time I knew it was real. Without even thinking I just 
left my desk and followed the sound, maybe the teacher would be mad, but they didn’t seem like it. 
Nobody did really. There, there it is, in the bathroom. 

When I opened the door, I saw what looked like a dark gray spot right under the stall farthest 
away from me. Maybe there’s a person in their calling my name, no, I could see it now, the wind, it 
was real. I could actually see the wind, like it had a body or a shape, and it was moving towards this 
space. Very, very slowly, I moved my body in that general direction, like it had an eye that could 
spot me if I wasn’t careful. 

“T’m coming in!” I proclaimed as the door sheepishly creaked open. 

No one was inside except for that hole. 

Now I knew there was something not right about it. I felt along the wall over the hole, but there 
was no difference between the gray of the wall I could see and the beautifull white tile next to tt. 

So I picked at tt. 

And as it grew bigger, the sound disappeared just a little bit. 

I picked more of tt. 

And it grew even bigger, and the sound kept getting fainter. I used all of my strength and began 
tearing at this intruder in my world. Mania came over me, I couldn’t stop it, tile after tile tore away 
the bright colors around me until there was no more wind. Sweat droplets began pooling on the 
ground, and my chest felt like it was going to explode. When I looked back, I saw the old 
bathroom, not the bright white and blue and pink one, but the one I remembered. 

I always hated how that look— 

Oh god, its gone. 

My beautiful world was gone, it left me, I’m back here, oh god why? 

The only thing that welcomed me now was the cold tile against my skirt, and my frigid fingers 
burning against my body. How am I supposed to live this way? How can you live when you’ve seen 
and felt paradise? 

I have to go back. 

It was now November, a mere two months had gone by since I went to that place, but here I 
am now dead sprinting towards this building, this bright haven away from the dark world, my 
salvation. Screw school, I’ll make up some excuse. Snot is dripping down my face as I stop not far 
from the building. It takes me a moment, but I recognize the street, and the beautiful park I had seen 
before was wilted and cold and unwelcoming. 

Almost there, almost there. 

This time there isn’t much ofa line, guess that’ll happen when you do it in the middle of the day, 
the model student that I am. As a matter of fact, I’m the only real young person in there. No one 
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asks me my name, no one assures me of anything, I just get into my line, and wait quickly as we 
move forward. Everyone here is just like me, they all have that look, they all must have found the 
hole too. The hole that takes them back to the real world, the real world they'd rather forget. 

Is it even the real world, when it doesn’t feel as real as the dream? 

Eventually, it’s my turn, and I quickly plop myself down onto the table. I see two different 
people this time, happy grins replaced by stone-cold grimaces. But when I get there, the woman 
assistant doesn’t look angry, but disappointed. Probably because I’m the youngest person here. I 
don’t care, I just want to go back. 

With my eyes closed, I smile a desperate smile and try not to let on that this is really awesome 
and the greatest thing that has ever happened to me ever. 

Wait for it, wait for it. 

I know it’s com— 

Ah, there it is. 

Happiness. 

If it wasn’t for the fact I had to, you know, live my life, I could get used to laying there like that 
with that feeling. Imagine what it looks like when you close your eyes. It’s black, but not quite, 
there’s a little white slipping through that makes this gray also look a little blue, like you’re looking 
into your own soul. When the happiness comes it turns pink, and grabs me like a blanket. It covers 
me and makes me feel good. 

Something feels different about this time. There’s no one around me. That’s kinda weird. No 
pitter-patter of feet, no voices, it’s quiet. 

Oh well, I like it better that way anyway. 

Making my way to the front, there’s no one in the front either. 

Wait a mmnute. 

Right out of the corner of my eye, I see a white spot immediately outside of the building. 

The cat, my little friend! 

Oh boy, I’m so glad he’s still around, I think I’m gonna go play with him! That’d be the best. 

“Hey, wait up!” I call out, running to the door. 

My little furry friend crosses the road with the most graceful leap, like he had wings or 
something. When the door opened though my jaw dropped, everything had transformed. There was 
no more road in between us, the little playground where the furry cat had sat was now the beautiful 
field that I saw him in from my dream. 

I remember this place, this was in my dream. How is this possible? 

The spring breeze I loved was blowing, and a torrent of yellow and pink flowers flew out and 
around us. It couldn’t get more perfect, this is everything I wanted right before me. Plopping down, 
the grass and the flowers and the ground felt so warm beneath me. This had to be real, it feels so 
real. To make it even better, the cat came in close to me, but he never stopped looking at me, and 
right in front of my feet he sat on his butt too. 

Alll felt was happiness, everything was perfect, the warm feeling of tears began to well up on 
my cheeks. 

“None of this is real, is it Mister Cat?” 

His eyes were so deep that you’d swear they could suck you in. I never really noticed it before, 
but it was terrifying at the same time. He didn’t answer, just kept staring at me. Everything was 
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perfect, but all I wanted to feel now was sad. But I couldn’t, it just wasn’t there, like it had been 
turned off by that machine. 

Was it really the machine? Or was it me? Would everyone feel sorry for me? They can’t blame 
me; how can you blame me? I just wanted to feel good! I just want to feel validated! Other people 
do it too! 

All of it was so overwhelming, I didn’t even want to look at it all anymore, so into my knees my 
face went, hiding away from this perfect world. 

“What would you do different Roxy?” 

A soothing voice had called out to me, and when I raised my head, it was the cat. Wiping away 
my tears made it hard to focus, but there was no mistaking it was coming from him. 

“Don’t get lost in the past, or you’ll be trapped in your memories forever.” 

“Clear! Come on Roxy!” 

All ofa sudden, a weird pressure was pushed on my chest. I pulled my head to look up from 
my knees, and as soon as I blinked, I was staring at the ceiling. I couldn’t hear anything, my world 
was spinning. 

Yep, thats pee, I wet myself. 

There were voices all around me that I couldn’t understand. 

Is that the sound of rain? 

Somebody in the crowd around me leans over. 

“Roxy!? Oh god, you’re alive, how do you feel?” 

At that moment in time, the only thing that came to mind was... 

“Happy.” 

That’s when my eyes caught it. Inside the empty frame on the wall I had once run my hand over 
was the picture ofa white cat sitting in a field of flowers. 

With two different colored eyes staring right at me. 
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ll. The Examination of Bus 237 


I just wanted to go home. 

Our route today was supposed to be the same one we take every day, but I guess in this 
perpetually-dark mining town, a little bit of action 1s always appreciated. ..I guess? 

Heck, the bus drivers don’t even have to do anything! Just drive in a straight Inne, it’s so dumb. 

I guess when I say “bus”, what I really mean is we all got on what can only be described as the 
dirty love child ofa bus and a decrepit tram car. It had rubber wheels but those were backups to a 
set of rail wheels, and when was the last time anybody had to use those old things? Anyway, I give 
you the “trainbus”’. 

It was getting dark, and somehow instead of getting home, a bunch of delinquents decided they 
would take over the bus. One by one they silently entered the bus with hoods on, until each of them 
was sitting across from the other. After a few moments they all mobbed the driver and sent him 
packing, it all happened so fast. They didn't harm any of us, in fact they wanted to "help us". Yeah, 
because six, shadowy, robed figures are always up to good deeds. 

What “help us” meant to us laypeople was there is a dark spot on the map out of the way of the 
normal trail. We go through a part of the mountain to get to school, and this part of the track—the 
one so coveted by our benevolent captors with “DO NOT GO” written on it—has been deserted 
for at least ten years. The old people have always told us in stories, in class, in lectures, in drunken 
stupors at family gatherings, to never cross over into this point. 

These boys think there's something in there. I think—despite our fear for our lives and for our 
families—it’s kind of exciting really, as it was something we had heard many a time on the grounds 
of the school. These people whooped and they cheered as the trainbus roared down the track. 
What they were doing was not only against school rules but the law. It seemed like they felt pride in 
that, that no one would chase them on this path. 

And they were right. 

The map we follow every day to school is like this: there’s this big curve that takes takes us 
around the mountain towards the sea, but it's always dark, it’s been that way for a long time. Even in 
the daylight it’s the kind of haze you'd see before and after a storm. This other we’re now flying full 
speed ahead into is blocked off at the entrance to the mountain. Oddly enough it reminds one of a 
cave, but there’s no way that can be possible. Even with all this gray, dark, overcast, there’s 
supposed to be a forest in there. Well, at least that’s what we’ve always been told. 

Anyway, this is the path that we always hear tales of, and to this day, nobody has ever made it 
out, no search parties that have gone in have come out on the other side. Somehow we, excuse me, 
"they" think we can do tt. 

The motley crew of adolescent antiheroes look over the map in the trainbus lights. The only 
things visible are the aisles and the outside, as well as the front and back lights. Other than that 
we’re damn near in darkness. Luckily, these busses are fitted pretty well, nothing can penetrate the 
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sides, due to reinforcing from various shootings over the years. 

What team am I on again? 

We see the blockade ahead and plow right through it, somehow the trees and the path next to 
us is snowcapped despite it very much being 37 degrees Celsius. Odd. 

Without missing a beat we head further in, and everyone's energy can be felt all over the bus 
even though the darkness surrounds us. The further we go, the darker it seems to get, strange, 
considering the darkness we’re in. A darkness not normal to humans, a darkness no human should 
see or feel, supernatural, alien. 

Something that signifies a halfway point is up ahead, as the town sign opposite from it is where 
we live. Despite the rebellious chorus from earlier, it becomes obvious pretty quickly they’re now 
rethinking going down this dark, earthen corridor. Somehow this is reassuring to me, as it gives me 
the slightest hope that maybe we’ ll turn back. Suddenly, I see two lights coming from the trees, it’s 
now total blackness short ofa foot in front of the trainbus. Even with these strong LED lights it’s like 
we’re driving in the ocean. Something is very wrong, it feels like its getting hotter, and yet every tree 
is completely filled with snow. 

I look back and six more lights pop out from various parts of the brush beside us. I know those 
are eyes, I mean I don’t know for sure, but the hair stands up on the back of my neck anyway. The 
anxiety gets to me and I run to the front. The boss, or what looks to be the guy running the show, I 
tell him what I saw. 

“There are things here watching us, we need to just turn around and head back to town.” 

He laughs right in my face, says I'm delusional. But I can see it in the eyes of a few of his boys, 
they've seen it too, they know. Why won't they say anything! ? 

Finally, we see something that looks like a scratched off sign. As we get to about one kilometer 
from it I hear the most insane thing yet, ““We’re gonna get off right there." 

“Get off? Are you insane!?” I blurt out. 

Luckily the few passengers who were just going home and not part of the insane brigade are 
made to watch the trainbus, thank Lirum above. We stop, they grab their lights, and there refuging in 
the infinite shadow, is some kind of structure made of solid gold. The way the lights reflected back it 
was unmistakable. While they all began to lose their minds over the prospect of beg independently 
wealthy, my mind was racing with questions. It looks like whoever built this place never got a 
chance to finish, the ground is covered in snow, and yet its sweltering, what 1s this madness!? 

I sit in the front of the tranbus and ponder all of this faced away from the windows, my fear of 
these "things" I just know are there is becoming a phobia. Sweat is pouring out of me profusely and 
yet I don't see anything to give me this fear. 

A few of the boys are standing right outside the bus, when I hear a crack. 

I look over. 

What looks back are bulging eyes full of sheer horror set on a face torn up by something out of 
sight. Something with what could only be described as butcher knives for claws. It was one of the 
guys who took over the trainbus, his shirt gone and body bleeding copious amounts of dark fluid. 
One movement after another accented by the wet slap of drenched clothes. 

For a moment, my life flashes before my eyes, and I’m not even the one in trouble here. An 
agonized scream snaps me back to the harsh reality of this whole misguided after-school escapade. 
I look around for supplies when my eyes meet with that of something staring in through the back of 
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the bus. 

Indescribable terror washes over me in an instant, everything slows down in this shock- induced 
trance. I fall backwards for a moment, just staring at that slit in the back of the bus, and the eye of 
terror incarnate staring back. 

Hysteric yelling and manic movements explode all around me, but in my state of stricken anxiety 
it feels like it’s just beyond my ability to comprehend. One of the guys pushes me to the side as he 
sets the trainbus into the fastest speed tt'll go. With one giant sickening thud the sound of more 
remains drop onto the walkway of the trainbus as the door cinches shut. The upper-half of the boy I 
was just looking at is staring back at me, just lying there, not moving.. .just...there. 

Cheers of excitement have turned to hushed and paranoid barks. 

As I'm thrown to the side I see that the big boss is holding something. It appears to be an idol, 
like a battery crossed with a human heart, except it’s solid gold. The trainbus is shifting hard on the 
tracks, I think we know where they started building the tracks, and its not where we're headed. 

“... There ain’t no tracks up ahead!” One of them shouts frantically. The panicked motions of 
pulling levers and pressing buttons causes a loud popping sound when they try and switch over to 
the wheels. Somehow they end up screwing up the switch, the emergency tires pop down, and 
we're still driving in total darkness. I see the guys in the front are scared, angry, they are screaming, I 
make out things like, "We'll never make it out", "So much blood", "They were like werewolves or 
something". 

Werewolves? Was that what was following us? I look back, and right on the edge of where the 
light fades, multiple sets of hands and feet are following us. We’re traveling at easily 80 kilometers 
an hour, how are they even keeping up? Surely I'm dreaming right? This is all a dream, but why do I 
feel everything? 

As I ponder these questions in my racing mind, everyone's on edge, and then a beacon of 
possible salvation, we see a sign saying we’re almost out of this nightmare, fear becomes desperate 
hope. 

"We've come this far, we have to make it," a voice yells out. 

However, it’s overshadowed by the sound of rubber wheels exploding, something on the ground 
must have caused them to pop, but we’ve only been driving over snow... 

Time has become an illusion, but everything keeps going. Like the whole world is trapped ina 
snow globe: two existences colliding at the same time in a soundless void. The bus 1s thrown into a 
tumble on its side, and we all fly into whatever corner gravity sees fit to jam us. Some crash out the 
window, and right as it happens I'm smacked in the face with something hard which causes me to 
slightly blackout. After regaining my sight, I see it’s the idol. 

More clearly, I see it’s, it’s...almost like...mercury coated? The item’s weight struck me, but the 
moist texture bewildered me. Upon looking closer I see what the idol really looks like. Some 
grotesque creature, its arms wrapped around a heart except the heart is cylindrical. 

The bus finally grinds to a halt. It’s still, the kind of unnerving still where you don’t know if 
you're actually alive or dead. Was anyone else alive? Am I even really alive? 

And then, without saying a word, we run. 

We run and run, the crunching sound underfoot dispersing into the endless darkness around us. 

After awhile I can only hear my own breath, and my own feet...oh god, am I the only one left? 

This split-second thought is my downfall, as I fall chin first into the ground, sliding against the 
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course ground. 

The idol plunks down in front of me, the light from its heart the only thing keeping me tethered to 
reality. 

Two large, massive feet step in front of me. Heavy, labored breaths from a creature so much 
more attuned to running...no...hunting. 

And then the tears. I just wanted to go home, I didn’t want to be any part of this, why didn’t I 
just try and get off? In one last bit of desperation, I throw my hand towards the idol, and catch a 
handful of the white stuff. 

Wait a minute. 

It all makes sense now. 

These were bones. 
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lll. Do You Remember How It Felt? 


Doctor Mustafeles Indar was a scientist like many, always searching for ways to change the 
world. Indar as a young person, grew up in an age where man had all but conquered the final 
frontier. Space had gone from becoming this once sought-after, idyllic, unknown utopia, to being 
normalized into the mundane modernity of shipping resources back and forth. Man is a funny being, 
you see, because there is always one more final frontier, and Indar's was the mind. 

The mind is much like the ocean on Earth, we know more of the planets in the cosmos then a 
fraction of the murky depths all around us. Indar saw this opportunity to make a name for themself, 
and so they chose to dive into the abyss that oftentimes we are told will stare back at us if we gaze 
too long. Working tirelessly might in and might out, developing ways to harness the power of the 
conscious and subconscious, Indar made several breakthroughs. 

Conceptualizing a cyborg in this post-future world was not an uncommon one. Exoskeletons 
had been developed for military means as well as for caring for the elderly, and cybernetic 
prosthetics are now commonplace amongst those with debilitating injuries or diseases. Doctor Indar 
became the first to figure out how to harness one of man’s greatest creations, the memory, via a 
mechanical construct called the Eigengrau Apparatus. 

“How it works...” Doctor Indar says in front of an electronic screen, an esteemed summit of 
professors, intellectuals, and federation employees hanging on their words, “...is that it records the 
synapses in the region of the brain that deals with memories.” 

Every eye transfixed on the ner workings of the machine as it’s displayed on the screen. The 
next slide after shows Indar’s longtime assistant, a postgraduate student named Moriarty, sitting with 
the apparatus on as it records what they are thinking into the computer. The numbers are in a code 
that is relatively alien to anything that people have ever seen before, as if some kind of encryption 
mechanism is holding it from being understood correctly. 

“As you can see, we can record these synapses into code that we can store on computers.” 

A hand from the audience slowly rises, belonging to a bespectacled gentleman in the front row. 

“Why can’t you translate the code into images, or even text?” 

Indar having heard this question many times, and just as many more times asked themself the 
same one, firmly but respectfully responds. 

“Our mind 1s a living organism, it is a unique enigma unlike any other mystery man has ever 
pondered. The fact we have gotten this far, is in and of itself a miraculous breakthrough. ..but,” the 
question begins asking itself again once more in Indar’s mind. 

“Tt’s as if the mind knows that our machine is an intruder, and like the human immune system, 1s 
resisting our scanning ability in a way that we aren’t one-hundred-percent sure how to proceed 
with... However we are almost there.” 

The government officials who noticeably stand out in their uniforms amongst the think tank are 
starting to get up to leave when Indar clicks to the next slide. 
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“We have, however, been working on another machine...” 

As the mechanism shows up on the slide the uninterested officials sit back down. 

“...Going off of the current spinal implants I’ve been working on, this is the prototype for a 
machine that can surgically connect into someone’s brain.” 

The slide shows a person with an implant that goes into the top part of the spinal cord where the 
brain is, and has a mechanical shiny plug on the outside of the persons skin. 

“We have been working on a number of prototypes,” Indar says choosing their next words 
carefully, “unfortunately...we’ve only been able to optimize the design so much, as we’ve never 
been able to fully test it on someone.” 

Moriarty, who is off to the left behind the curtains of the viewing hall, gives Indar an excited 
thumbs-up. 

After the panel, people begin to file out, and Moriarty runs up to the exhausted and somewhat 
flustered doctor. “The first showing was a success!” 

Indar smiles humbly but shrugs it off One of the officials walks up to Indar and very slowly 
begins to ask a question. The man’s sharp widows peak and jet-black hair are almost as menacing 
as his demeanor. 

“Doctor Indar, I represent the GCF budgetary committee and was just curious, how much 
exactly would one of these particular enhancement procedures cost?” 

Thrown off guard by the question, the doctor stammers a bit to throw out the number. 

“Given the nature of the importance of the brain and the life insurance of the volunteer and the 
life-support needed, among other factors, roughly...15.3 million credits?” 

The officer lays their hand on Indar’s shoulder, “You should change your field of expertise to 
dreams Doctor, because only ina dream would the GCF be able to give that much to a single 
operation with no guarantee of success, good day.” 

Indar’s smiling face, now a sullen, crestfallen dejection, looks over at Moriarty, “Almost a 
success.” 


By utilizing the power of these enhanced prosthetics, Indar continues to chip away at translating 
the synapses of the mind dedicated to memories into data that computers can recognize. Though the 
ability to fully understand them was still some ways off, the ever-hungry scientist would continue to 
make progress. As life is often wont to do, for every great discovery, there seems to be a greater 
tragedy. As Indar worked one night they realized that they were slowing down, not physically, but 
mentally, words were harder to spring to mind and memories were becoming harder to remember. 

Indar’s stomach growls, “T need to...uh...what was that word again?” Indar said to their 
assistant Moriarty, who took a minute to really understand the question. 

“Uhh...do you mean ‘eat’?”” 

Much like a computer finally finding a file, Indar’s mind comes back to, “Yes! That’s what I 
meant.” 

To anyone else, this would be no different than a funny faux pas that happens and everyone 
laughs about it. For Indar, that one moment couldn’t be overlooked. 

My god, do Ihave some sort of disease? 

“Doctor Indar? Hey! What do you want to eat? I'll go grab it and we can continue working.” 

The doctor snaps out of it, and still trying to stay on that dreadful train of thought, waves their 
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hand and says, “Uh, whatever is fine.” 

The younger assistant turns around equally perplexed, thinking about what they are in the mood 
for. Something like that can take all of your brain power to figure out, especially on an empty 
stomach. 

Fifteen minutes later, Moriarty returns with bags in hand to Indar sitting in a chair with the 
Eigengrau Apparatus fully connected all over their head. 

Moriarty lays the bags down, “Doctor, what’s going on?” 

From head to toe now noticeably sweating, a dark realization, one they did not want to come 
to, had overtaken the doctor. 

“Moriarty...I want you to do a full scan of my memory center, and if there are any errors, I want 
you to start asking me some questions. Ask me about what we’ve done from years ago, anything 
old that you think I might remember, and I want you to monitor how the machine recognizes my 
responses.” 

It takes Moriarty all of a few seconds to realize what the doctor was getting at and quickly 
moves over to the console. Moriarty inputs the sequence to start a full scan, and the Eigengrau 
Apparatus scanner shoots a faint laser projection onto Indar’s skull. 

In the shape of a square it slowly moves up the left side then across to the other side and back. 
The monitor begins to throw a flurry of characters over the screen quickly. However, much to 
neither person’s surprise, the console begins to show long areas of period characters, indicating that 
there is nothing there. Moriarty looks over at the doctor, their face reflecting the same fear as 
Indar’s but just a few moments ago. 

Now sweating themself Moriarty begins with the first question, “Where was the conference held 
five years ago that we went to?” 

Indar thinks a moment, the flood of characters starting to move over the screen in bright green. 

“Tt was in The United People’s Republic of Dubai.” 

The laser like projection of the apparatus has now turned to an exact pinpomt, finding the exact 
part of the brain where this specific memory is. The screen stops, which is not uncommon for any 
procedure with the machine. In fact, this is normal, showing that the memory is being scanned and 
still there. 

Moriarty continues, “What did you get a couple of years ago on your birthday that really made 
you mad?” 

Indar thinks for a moment, the numbers starting to move a bit slower than normal, the apparatus 
laser moving back and forth, then growing from a small dot to a somewhat small square, before 
settling back onto a small dot on the other side of Indar’s head. 

“T got that damn bike!” Indar laughs, “1 live in the building, and the staff gets me a bike!?” 

Both Moriarty and Indar laugh a little, but the jovial nature of the two colleagues is quickly 
hampered by the importance of the situation at hand. 

Moriarty holds their thumb under their chin for a second then rattles off another question, “What 
was your childhood pet?” 

Indar thinks for a second, “You mean Jack the Dachshund?” 

Moriarty says, “No, your first pet,” Indar starts to sweat more. 

“My first pet...” 

The laser is now moving much quicker than before, semi-erratically, finding a pinpomt then 
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growing larger, as if it’s a fishing lure and that particular neural synapse a great swordfish. Moriarty, 
having never seen the machine do this before, neglects to notice the machine is now showing for the 
first time, characters interspersed with patches of period marks. Without even thinking about tt, 
Moriarty glances over at the monitor, then glances back, then immediately jerks their head back to 
the monitor. Moriarty’s pupils widen and a knot begins to form in their throat. 

The machine had apparently given up at some point, and all that remained after this jumbled 
randomness was a line of backward slash marks and then, “No readable memory”. 

Silence, complete and utter silence, ifa pin dropped it would be as loud as the high note of an 
esteemed orchestra. Drops of rain began to pitter-patter on the windows of the lab, Indar’s 
breathing is very heavy but not labored, deep, long breaths of air. 

“Moriarty...what does the screen say?” 

Moriarty is holding their mouth, trying desperately not to say anything. 

“Doctor...[—” 

“Moriarty, tell me what it says, please.” 

“Tt says no readable data.” 

Moving their hands to the Eigengrau Apparatus, Indar presses the unlock button, and the 
machine beings to loosen away from Indar’s skull. 

“Moriarty...I need to be alone.” 

Holding on to their mouth still, Moriarty hugs Indar, grabs their things, and leaves the lab. Indar 
sits in the lab with their face in their hands, pondering, thinking. 

Why me? How can I fix this? How can I get out of this? What is the solution? What can I 
do with the time my mind has left? 

Minutes turn into hours, and hours into a day. 

The lights in the hallway begin to turn off from no movement, and the office follows not long 
after. The radiant hue of the orange and red of the glasses in the office illuminate the creased face of 
the doctor. 

“Doctor...” a small voice calls out ftom the other side of the office door. 

On the other side is Moriarty, stricken by the implications ahead. 

But no voice answers the call, and the doctor continues to stare into nothingness. 

‘Tl be back tomorrow Doctor, please just...ring me if you need anything.” 

Eventually, movement, and the sound of steps fading away in the distance. 


Morning comes, and the sight of Moriarty’s spotless white lab coat strolls into the office. The 
orderly appearance of the early bird contrasted against the walls and walls of papers, text, and the 
smell of old food permeating what used to be an office. 

“Moriarty, I found someone to test the machine on.” 

In the corner, hunched over another stack of papers and books is Doctor Indar. 

“That’s fantastic Doctor, but who is it? And have you been up all night?” 

From the corner, the swivel chair turns around to show the heavy bags on the almond-colored 
face of the doctor. 

“T will be Patient 1.” 

A grin appears on Moriarty’s face, and then a small laugh follows, “Doctor, you’ve been up all 
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night, I think you need to think...” 

But the look on the doctor’s face leaves no room for a jovial moment. 

The assistant’s grin turns to shock, “But Doctor, what exactly do you want to do? I mean we 
can read memories to a degree but we can’t decrypt them so...” 

“We’re not going to decrypt them, but we are going to preserve them and make sure they stay 
preserved.” They tap on the temple of their head. 

Over the next few days, doctor and assistant would proceed to backup every thought and 
memory that could be cataloged onto multiple drives. Embarrassing memories of past mistakes, 
triumphs and tribulations. 

“Oh my goodness Doctor, do you remember when Bogunta came by and tried hitting on you 
and you actually played along?” Moriarty throws their head back in laughter. 

Indar shoots a sharp look their way and blushes but just shakes their head, restricted by the 
apparatus connections, “T’ll get you back for that one!” 

They laughed, and cried, and remembered. 

Eventually, the time came to operate. 

“Doctor, I don’t know ifI can do this, I mean what if something goes wrong?” Moriarty 
nervously says holding their arms. 

Despite their aptitude, demeanor, and overall success at the academy, Moriarty was in their 
mid-twenties, the heavy weight of making history or becoming it at the forefront of their mind. The 
good doctor was laying face down on a table, their neck exposed and the back of their head shaved 
to make it easier to pinpoint the exact areas to begin the procedure. 

“Listen to me Moriarty, all you have to do is follow my instructions and the robots will do all of 
the hard work, but we still need human hands doing the important parts. There 1s no one I trust more 
than you, or knows more about this than you.” 

Twenty-four hours of meticulous surgery later the good doctor ts asleep with the first ever 
hardwired human memory backup. 

Indar tosses and turns for a few moments causing Moriarty to think that maybe something is 
wrong, but the sounds of casual dreammg make Moriarty grin nervously. 

“Sleep well tonight, Doctor,” they say slumping down into a chair, the fatigue from the operation 
catching up to the bleary assistant as well, before they too, take a well deserved nap. 


Mustafeles Indar came from a poor part of the borderlands of the United People’s Republic of 
Dubai. Though, if you asked anyone from the region, the word “United” changes depending on who 
you talked to. Opportunity was rare, and so Indar froma very young age wanted out, but those 
memories of the hardship were never far from their mind. That first night with the implant was no 
different. 

“Tt was so vivid Moriarty...” Indar began to recall. 

As they had done before when Indar’s memory was failing, they were once again going over the 
doctor’s memories to make sure everything was working correctly. 

“Tt was like I was seeing it again for the first time in my mind. Nothing was blurry, I even 
remembered details I guess I had forgotten too. The color of the grass, my ratty clothes, it was all 
there in such stunning detail that, it almost didn’t feel like I had lived it.” 

The clicks and clacks of Moriarty’s keyboard strokes plucking away as the doctor-become- 


23 


subject continues on their journey of dreams. 

“So, do you remember how it felt?” Moriarty said, expecting a delineated response to such a 
picturesque dream, “I mean, it’s not something you’ve talked about a lot, it is a pretty harsh place 
after all.” 

A few more clicks and clacks go by before Moriarty looks back over to Indar and notices them 
just staring forward, a confused frown appearing on their face. 

“T didn’t feel anything at all, actually,” they finally reply. 

“T hated that place, just going there during the conference made my skin crawl.” 

Doctor Indar sits and thinks for a second, and begins to recall everything that happened at the 
conference in striking detail. It was as if they were looking at a video of their time there. Every little 
insignificant detail magnified to a degree that only a savant or someone born with a magnificent 
memory should be able to recollect. 

“But, I—it’s gone, I just don’t feel anything when I think about it anymore. It’s like I’m seeing it 
for the first time, but I’m not. It’s hard to even describe what that feels like.” 

Over time, the success of the Eigengrau Neuro Transfer procedure would give Doctor Indar and 
Moriarty all the things they had been fighting for for so long. Indar would win award after award for 
their breakthrough in being able to essentially give people immortal control over their minds. Both 
Indar and Moriarty would even win Nobel Prizes in science for the breakthrough. Even the GCF, 
who initially rejected funding, saw applications for it in a number of fields, most predictably in the 
military. At every subsequent event Doctor Indar looked more and more adrift. Most people didn’t 
see it, but Moriarty saw it in every handshake, every interaction. The light in their longtime mentor 
and friend slowly disappearing from the world. It was subtle, like the feeling of the air before the 
patter of rain. 

Late one night in the lab though, Moriarty finds Doctor Indar staring at one of the accolades, 
their mind lost in thought somewhere. 

“You know Doctor, don’t you think it’s a bit smug to stare at it like that?”’ Moriarty says with a 
bit of jest. 

The award finds its way to the desk amongst a whole plethora of different ribbons and award 
certificates. Each one less and less cared for than the last, strewn in random ways here and there. 
The look on Indar’s face seemed to betray the idea of that self-satisfaction. 

“Tt’s funny you say that Moriarty, but, it almost doesn’t feel like 7 won this award, like it belongs 
to another person. I know I did, I can remember tt just like it was yesterday...” they stop and 
pause. 

“...1 remember everything like it was yesterday,” Indar says just slightly under their breath. 

Doctor Indar rubs their forehead for a moment then looks at Moriarty through the fingers now 
covering their face. 

“Am I even Doctor Mustafeles Indar, Moriarty? Everything points to me being that person, but I 
feel so detached,” they say in a disparaging tone. 

Moriarty takes off their coat and sits down, concerned, but not afraid. 

“The only thing I feel is real is that I’m living a stranger’s life. I sign this name on papers, every 
signature the same, like riding a bike. But it doesn’t mean anything to me. I look at this badge...” 
they proceed to pull of the badge around their neck that lets them get into the facility. 

“T took this at exactly 2:52PM ona Thursday. The woman at the desk was very sweet to me, 
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she was wearing a strong but airy perfume. But that’s just a matter of fact.” 

“T can’t recall how that made me feel, I can’t recall whether or not I loved it or hated it. 
Everything I remember is just that, a matter of fact. I don’t forget it, but that’s it, like a robot. IfI 
can’t feel, what differentiates me ftom just being a fleshy android? I wake up every day like a 
brand-new person with all these memories of someone that looks like me and sounds like me, but 
doesn’t feel like me, some of which I had just the day before, it’s like I reset every day.” 

Moriarty reaches over and places their hand on Indar’s shoulder. Even after all they’d been 
through, Indar wasn’t able to enjoy it, all that they’d worked for. After a long pause Moriarty opens 
their mouth but the words just don’t come out. They hesitate for a moment, but then stop again. This 
person who had been so close to them felt so far away now. It wasn’t as if there was tension yet the 
words just weren’t there. Finally, Moriarty gets up to leave, and still no words were said. 

The once-prodigal assistant walked down the hallway, the same hallway that they’d walked 
down so many times before. The stress of an overworked student of sleepless nights, an overjoyed 
assistant going to get takeout, and now as a proud acclaimed scientist in their own right. In front of 
their own little office, the doorknob just won’t turn, like it’s suddenly become a massive boulder 
attached to this flimsy door frame. 

Something in the back of their mind flutters. 

I should probably say goodbye to Doc before they leave. 

The door still open, Moriarty doesn’t find Doctor Indar at all, but the lights are all off like they 
were that one lonely night. The orange and red and yellow hues point toward a single point on their 
desk, leading to a note. Moriarty almost can’t even pick up the note, they think maybe the doctor 
just went to their own place, they shouldn’t panic just yet. But it could be... 

Slowly, they spread out the crinkled note in the darkness of the room. 


Thank you Moriarty, for everything, but I cant stay here anymore. 
Its only my home in my memories. I hope you won t think badly of me. 


Moriarty immediately sprints as fast as they can over to the dormitory side of the building. 
Prestige and grace meaning nothing. Coat comes off, shoes separated from feet in a tumbling 
fashion, running barefoot as fast as they can to maybe find them before they go away forever. 

Minutes of rushing up a few staircases and confused passersby, and Moriarty makes it to the 
abode in question. They burst in, but nothing seems out of place. No apparel strung out, the beds 
are made, almost as ifno one had ever lived there before. 

Huffing and panting, Moriarty moves around to see if anything is amiss, the dread starting to pile 
up and the tears beginning to form. They go to Indar’s desk, and like everything else, it seems to be 
shipshape. 

Except there’s one thing missing, a picture of the both of them when they first started on the 
project together. 

Something that they both promised they’d never forget. 
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IV. You Have No Followers 


An indiscrimmate man walks along a bustling road of people lined with shops set up in the road. 
Each shop carries a different ware, but the one he’s looking for is naturally at the very end. The man 
nervously tries to play it cool and leans on the edge of the little hovel of the shop owner. 

“So, I...uh, I hear you...sel-—” ts what he can muster before the purveyor of these very 
specific curios lets out a hearty belly laugh, his round shape bobbing with each jocular motion. 
Moving his hand, the shop owner twists his dark mustache. 

“My friend, there is no need to worry, this place is not monitored, though I understand your 
concern.” 

The nervous man breathes a sigh of relief, if only to lighten the situation. 

“You are lucky friend,” the dark-skinned shop owner continues, “only one I have left, these are 
quite popular now.” 

From his small jacket pocket a mobile phone appears. Rain has now started to fall in what looks 
like any modern city in the world to the naked eye. This doesn’t change the hustle and bustle of the 
people, nor does it stop the indiscrimmate man from acquiring what he wants. 

The man’s eyes widen, could it be? 

But before he can unleash his excitement, he stops, “How much 1s it?” 

The shop owner scratches his chin, “For you my friend, this will be 150 credits.” 

“150 credits!? Can’t you come down a little bit from that? I make that much in a week!” 

The shop owner smiles at the man’s exasperation. 

“My friend,” he says ina much slower voice, his mechanical eye focusing in and out, “you came 
here for this specifically, any amount for this here you will pay, we both know that.” 

The indiscrimmnate man, though his excitement slightly tempered, pulls out 150 credits for the 
shop owner. Quickly the shop owner grabs the money, and still noticing the agony on his customer’s 
face says, “If you do not believe me, check for yourself.” 

The man, no different than any other patron of that urban bazaar, slowly goes through the menus 
of the phone. Though it looked no different than any other phone, after a furious motion of his 
thumb, he finds the built in social program that everyone has, and the message he’d been hoping to 
see. 

You have no followers. 

As quickly as he came, the man leaves the curio stand and heads back toward his home in Zone 
8, one of the many lower sectors of what is now called Old Massa. What the man ignores on his 
way back home that most onlookers do every day is the cavalcade of surveillance technology on 
every street corner, on every house, in every account opened and every piece of technology. The 
man hunches his coat over his shoulders as the rain doesn’t seem to be letting up. Cameras move 
ever so slightly in his direction as he progresses from street to street, as if being conducted by an 
unseen mechanical maestro and the man is playing his part in the symphony of suppressive 
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supremacy. 

A quick glance at his wristwatch reads three in the afternoon, but the darkness that surrounds 
him looks like it’s closer to midnight than dinner time. For the first time since leaving the dark market 
he stops and looks up at the gargantuan structure thousands of feet overhead. He smiles, but it’s not 
a happy smile, or a relieved smile. 

No. 

It’s a smile of content disgust with the status quo. 

“A new city over the old,” he says under his breath, as he shakes his head and keeps walking. 
What the man described was the shining glimmer of hope for some, and the embodiment of 
totalitarian greed to others. After navigating some of the side streets one last time, the man walks up 
to his door, a large “304” is on the front door, he grabs his keys and hunts for the right one. 

“Welcome home, Mr. Kasul,” a robotic voice blurts out, causing the man to drop his keys. 

“T really need to change that,’ he declares to himself as the murmur of rain continues. 

“Guess I don’t need a shower.” 

A small but efficient apartment awaits the man. He takes off his coat and wanders over to the 
living room area holding his newly acquired freedom in his hand. Staring at the screen, contemplative 
of how to approach the idea of typing anything down, he starts. 

“My name is John Kasul, and I live in Zone 8, of Old Massa.” 

He stops, almost laughing at how precautious he’s taking this, “There’s nothing to be worried 
about, this is real John, they won’t find you.” 

He starts again. 

“My name is John Kasul, I live in Zone 8 of Old Massa, and I hate this place.” 

Again he waits, but no buzzers, no sirens, nothing answers his anxiety. Possibly true freedom at 
last. 

“There is no more privacy, well...some people have privacy, the wealthy, the powerful, the 
political, but they pay for it. They can pay for it... They spend what we here in the gutter of the 
undercity would earn in three or four months for no drones, no loggers, the freedom our forefathers 
used to have, and anyone who disturbs that, the police find immediately and show them what 
freedom means. 

“It's crazy how a black market of ‘offline’ commodities have become a thing. We used to pride 
ourselves on always being online, always connected, always wanting to know everything about 
everyone, but now? Now we pine for total seclusion, exclusivity...peace of mind, peace from the 
state, peace.” 

With a newfound exhilaration, and ignoring that far-too-common pang of hunger, he continues 
talking into his newly acquired mental outlet. 

“Decades ago these people watched movies, read books, and appreciated art that all showed 
the future as a bright glimmering utopia, but what they don’t show you is where they have to put 
everyone else. They had nowhere else to gentrify, so they gentrified the sky, building that utopia, that 
bright future on the backs of the rest ofus.” 

“We fought hard for what we loved, how could we let it get this way? A war inside our own 
heads, the grunts were our words and their leaders our thoughts. A comfortable dystopia.” 

At the door comes three knocks perfectly timed in sequence. 

“Mr. Kasul, we’re here for your monthly inspection. Failure to comply will result in garnished 
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wages and more frequent inspections.” 
The man known as John Kasul groans to himself, “Today, I will be free.” 
He throws his freedom in his back pocket, and readies his blade on his back hip. 
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V. Planet of the Dying God 


“Rattlesnake-1 we are about 35 kilometers out, beginning landing descent,” buzzed the pilot 
over the intercom, as the interplanetary glider descended from the lower atmosphere. 

The vessel carries a ragtag outfit of six different individuals; three decidedly mulitary folks and 
three civilians, two of which are scientists. Upon hearing the pilot’s signal, one of the military people, 
a brown-hatred man in his early 30s, cracks a smile and breaks the silence. 

“So, I guess we should all introduce ourselves huh?” 

Silence continues, no one says anything. A few fidget around from the uncomfortable cargo hold 
area they are in. 

“Okay then...I’Il start, the name’s David Kain, I got called in because of my performance on 
Deimos.” 

The man flips his shoulder length hair back and playfully slaps the person next to him, an older 
man with a long blond beard and a tattoo across the right side of his face. 

“What about you old man?” 

If only David had known who he’d really slapped. Only adjusting his eyes towards David, the 
man’s face appears to be set in a perpetual statue-like grimace. 

“T’m the leader of this outfit, boy, my name 1s Teppo Olkonen, but you will call me Captain 
Olkonen.” 

David awkwardly tries to laugh off his obvious faux pas. 

“How about you babe?” he points to the other side of himself, a darker-skinned woman to his 
right. 

“Tf you touch me, I will break your hand, you only need to call me Ashmita.” 

This seems to break the tension a little bit, as a woman on the opposite side of the hold begins 
to laugh. Betraying her overpowering presence and frame, a smirk crosses Ashmita’s face. 

“T guess your little campfire tactic isn’t working too well Mr. Kain,” the woman says between 
giggles. The woman is around David’s age with red hair, she laughs a little more before wiping her 
eyes and continues. 

“Oh my, I’m sorry, my name is Evangelyne Schmidt, but you can call me Eva, I’m here for— 

Everyone looks at her immediately, even Captain Olkonen, who interrupts her before she can 
finish. 

“Please tell me you’re not related to the Schmidt family? Of Schmidt-Iuchi Cluster Corps?” 

“Why yes I am!” Eva says with a proud retort. 

Ashmita shakes her head and Olkonen puts his head in his hands, one normal and the other 
mechanical. 

Christ almighty, he thinks to himself. 

David, obviously clueless, chimes in, “Why is everybody so surprised?” 
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Ashmita grabs his collar and jerks his face toward hers, “You really are dull aren’t you? If 
anything happens to her, the three of us will be punished, discharged, and hopefully not killed ina 
back alley somewhere on Sentinel-2, you idiot! Her family is one of the most powerful in the 
immediate galaxy!” 

Eva continues to laugh when the person immediately to her right chimes in. 

“Ma’am, you do know this is a research mission right?” 

The man has jet-black hair and thick rimmed glasses, he seems intrigued. 

“What is your purpose here? I’m here because I’m an archaeologist, Hushang Filsoufi, but I 
was under the impression this wasn’t open at all to private citizens?” 

Eva seems slightly annoyed at the question, and moves her body almost as if she’s trying to 
physically dodge the question. She shifts in her seat a little. 

“T guess you could say...” she begins, “that I want to go where no one will let me go, where only 
money can buy.” 

Ashmita looks at her, squints a little and cocks her head to the side. 

“So you have a death fetish?” 

Olkonen cracks a smile for the first time on the trip, and the last person to introduce themselves 
laughs a little, a petite pale woman with black hair. 

“My name is Noriko Ito, it is a pleasure to meet you all.” 

Even though not everyone is on the same page, the ice has been broken. After the laughter 
subsides, the cockpit comes over the speakers again, letting the crew know that they are arriving. 

“Welcome to RQ-277.” 

The base is a huge compound spread out over half'a kilometer, but 1s only about 30 meters tall. 
Like a sprawling mechanical mushroom, it puffs out smoke and other particles from its many dreary 
vents. Contrasting this man-made monument to interplanetary expansion, the base sits in the middle 
ofa vast green plain. Gigantic doors lurch open and welcome the crew onto the base, with the three 
non-military persons and David oohing and aahing at its humongous artificial splendor. As everyone 
is slowly making their way inside, Ashmita elbows David in the back of the head to keep moving. 
Still in awe and with a slight headache, he follows the rest of the team in. 

Much like the outside, the inside is very open as well, with little to no corridors. Pockets of 
personnel are working on various projects, looking at large holograms of wildlife not seen anywhere 
else in the universe. Olkonen walks up to someone, they salute, and then Olkonen waves over the 
crew, who proceed into a large area surrounded by what looks like theater seats with an enormous 
hologram machine in the middle. 

Everyone makes themselves comfortable: Eva is staring wide-eyed with her hands together, 
David leans back nonchalantly in his seat, and everyone else is just sitting down normally. 

A man who is around Olkonen’s age, with a weathered face and a scowl not unlike one you'd 
find on anyone who’s served a long time in the military, turns on the machine and a huge planet 
appears on the hologram. 

“This is RQ-277, an odd planet which defies the logic of what we currently know or can 
understand.” 

RQ-277 pops up in a blueish-green neon projection. The highlight shows that the planet is made 
up of bands that extend completely around the planet. The pole on one side is dense rainforest, then 
right next to it is a large grassy plain band, where the base is located, then next to that is a large 
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desert, and finally, at the opposite pole, nothing but black. 

“As you can see...” the man continues “we are here in the plain band, the most moderate 
climate-wise and storms are mild at worst. Up until recently we assumed that the black band seen 
here was just scorched primal planet material, as our satellites could never show us a direct image, 
due to what could only be guessed as ‘interference’ of some kind. This interference blocks all types 
of electronic equipment from working, meaning, we had to find another means to make it in there 
safely. What we found was astonishing,” 

The man pulls up photographs taken within the black band, one shows sprawling interconnected 
grids all over the ground. Another shows small mound-like structures with the same grid patterns. 
Everyone is now on the edge of their seat, mouth agape and eyes glued to what they are seeing. 

“But the most astonishing thing we found, was this.” 

Another picture pops up on screen which shows a gigantic edifice that is hundreds of meters tall, 
curved out in the middle and spiked upwards. Hushang takes off his glasses and rubs them, still 
staring at the pictures. 

“Tt can only be assumed that, someone, or something, made this structure, but we still have no 
idea.” says the man, before swiftly turning his attention to the head of the group. 

“Captain, up until two days ago, this was a recon mission for you and your crew, however.. .it is 
now a mission of getting whatever the scientists had in there and pulling out.” 

Everyone looks at the older man with varying glances of fear and curiosity. 

“When we sent in our weekly resupply, there was no one at the research sites.” 

David, who has been uncharacteristically quiet this whole time, jumps in. 

“So wait a minute, why not just pull out now? Why not just send us back? What the hell’s the 
poit?” 

Ashmita punches him in the arm really hard for speaking out and subtly eyes the badge on the 
man’s shoulder. Even the denser than concrete private catches her drift and notices those badges 
only come with being a colonel. 

“This is why Private Kain,” the colonel pulls up a picture of what looks like a tomb with weird 
carvings on all sides of it, but with no discernible opening lid. 

“We call this place ‘the tomb,’ it has words and inscriptions on it unlike any that humanity has 
ever run across. The sponsors for the military sent us here specifically to take it back to the nearest 
home world and have it studied. Once on site, you have twelve hours to find any survivors, gather as 
much still usable data and equipment as you can find, as well as the tomb, and get out of there. 
Understood?” 

The three military folks stand up and salute the colonel, who salutes back. The three civilians are 
relatively perplexed, with Eva being particularly giddy at the prospect. 

I'm the luckiest girl in the world. 

Before anyone can leave, David speaks up again all of a sudden, thinking of an inconsistency, 
“Colonel... how exactly are we going to get all the way into the dark band if electronics can’t be 
used? That doesn’t make any sense.” 

The colonel looks annoyed but pushes a button on his command console, with a futuristic train 
now appearing in front of everyone’s eyes. 

“We built a rail system that runs directly from here to the dark band. Despite its modern look it 
is actually powered by burning coal, like the first trains did, it is far slower than anything else, but the 
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trip is a relatively short one, all things considered.” 

The colonel’s platform lowers into a sunken piece of the floor that perfectly molds around tt. 

“Anymore questions can wait until tomorrow.” 

Everyone gathers up their belongings and follows Captain Olkonen through a few more open 
segments of the base full of diagrams, some weird symbols, and sporadic staff member clumps 
staring at screens. Hushang takes note of some of these symbols and loses his place with the group. 

“Amazing...” he says softly, “I’ve never seen anything like this.” 

As he is glancing around he comes upon another picture of the weird characters, but this time, 
it’s covered in blood. Not just dry blood either, but a very deep crimson color, and it was still 
dripping down the dark grooves of the letters when the photo was taken. Hushang grabs his mouth, 
trying to hold back any noise he might make, slightly realizing that he may have just seen something 
he should not have. He looks around really quickly and immediately darts forward. 

My god what the hell are we getting ourselves into? 

After a long flight and their new orders, the team, led by Captain Olkonen, make it to their 
sleeping quarters for the mght. Even though the facility is furnished with some of the most advanced 
equipment in the galaxy, the group are relegated to a spartan looking barrack with everyone’s beds 
in one room and only a small locker at the foot of each. Eva is the first to claim one and immediately 
plops down onto her cot with a chipper attitude. 

“This is so exciting!” 

Everyone else isn’t as enthused, taking off their military fatigues and or slipping out of their 
clothes into something more comfortable. Noticing that she’s not following everyone else, Eva shifts 
over to Noriko, who is sitting on her cot cross-legged and looking through a book. 

“So what do you do?” Eva says with an enthusiastic grin. 

Noriko immediately clutches her book and jolts backward, “Sorry,” she quickly blurts out, “I’m 
just...I’m_a biologist, I wanted to see if this quadrant of the galaxy ever had life in it, so that we may 
know what to expect and—” 

Seemingly out of nowhere, David drops his gun right in front of Noriko, the barrel staring right 
back at her. 

“No need to be worried, me and this gun will protect everyone here from any great beast we 
might run into.” 

Ashmita and Olkonen look at each other, Olkonen grins and shakes his head, sitting down on 
his bed and flexing his mechanical hand in and out, touching certain jomts. Ashmita walks over, now 
in a white tank top and underwear and sits down next to Noriko. 

“And I’ll protect you from this useless idiot when he messes up and attempts to get one, or all 
of us killed.” 

She flexes, with rippling veins and defined bicep. Noriko blushes, while David sighs and moves 
over to where Eva is sitting. 

“You know,” Eva starts, “I think you'll do just fine out there.” 

David’s look of mild defeat disappears with a grin, and he scratches the back of his head, half 
laughing. 

Suddenly, the door to the sleeping quarter opens and Hushang bolts in, immediately closing the 
door behind him. Everyone rapidly looks towards the door, with Hushang drenched in sweat and 
breathing profusely, as if he had just run a marathon. 
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“Hey buddy, what’s wrong?” David asks him. 

“J—] just...u—uh. ..things,” he chokes out in between huge gasping breaths. 

Ashmita and David walk up to him. David puts his hand on Hushang’s shoulder and gives hima 
playful little tug. 

“What things man? What is it?” 

Hushang goes to answer, but then has the sudden realization. 

Icant tell them, if they find out what I know, my career is over, they'll mess with my 
family...but I cant let all these people get hurt!? 

“No—Nothing...” Hushang says with a sigh, “Just...a little excited, I guess.” 

Moving in front of David, Ashmita bends down, her almost two-meter-tall frame towering over 
the just barely meter and a half Hushang. The eyes ofa battle-hardened veteran stare right into his, 
squinting a little, like a predator checking to see if its prey is really dead. Hushang is now sweating at 
the possibility of getting his ass beaten. 

From the back of the room, Olkonen speaks up, “Whatever tt is, it can wait, we need to get 
some rest for the night, we have a long train ride ahead of us in the morning.” 

Ashmita, still ina deadlocked gaze with Hushang, bends back up right and moves to the side. 
Hushang gets the idea and rushes to one of the available beds, immediately takes his glasses off and 
wipes his face down with a rag from the footlocker. 

Within a few minutes, everyone disperses and goes to a bed of their own, drifting off to sleep, 
well, everyone but Hushang that ts. His body soaked in sweat, he can’t quite find the right frame of 
mind to get comfortable enough to find sleep. Whether it was hours or minutes he couldn’t tell, but 
exhaustion finally catches up to him and his eyes slowly start to close shut. 

Brr, bzz, brrt brrt, six different alarms go off at once, signaling the beginning of the day’s 
routines. As one would expect, the military folks and the civilians couldn’t be more different, even in 
their morning routines. The marines were quick and precise, immediately stripping and putting 
everything away paying mind to absolutely nothing but the task, whereas the civilians were at varying 
levels of readiness. Eva has ona sleep mask and yawns with a comfortable smile, Noriko stretches 
out like a cat, and Hushang, well, he’s awake at least, even if he isn’t moving. 

“You have ten minutes to get your things together and head to the train depot.” Olkonen calls 
out. 

Everyone but Ashmita turns towards him in varying levels of horror. 

“Bu whu abou brkfrst!?” David cries, his mouth full of toothpaste and cleaning utensil. 

Olkonen straps on the last piece of his armor and walks over to the door, right as he’s about to 
leave he calls back, “You can eat on the train.” 


The depot itself was a sight to behold. One would think with all of the advanced technology that 
this would be a hangar for intergalactic flying ships. Every corner seemed to be emitting some kind 
of light or sound, with scans and holographic displays showing everywhere, but dead center in the 
middle, were good old-fashioned train tracks, and what appeared to be a train. 

It would not be a leap of logic to assume the fact they had to use the train to go in and out of the 
black dead zone meant the train would have to be simple, but the train itself seemed as modern and 
sleek as possible. Every inch was chrome-like, no sharp or right angles could be seen, in an attempt 
to make it as quick and fuel-efficient as possible. A true marvel of future technology and old school 
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human ingenuity. The half-asleep group marvel at the train for only a brief moment before boarding. 

“This reminds me of the bullet trains back home,” Noriko says, smiling with a bit of nostalgia in 
her eyes. 

Inside the boarding car, everyone finds a corner or a seat and drops their things, when almost as 
if on cue, a younger military man enters the car from their right. 

“Welcome aboard! I’m the liaison for the trip, I’m sure you are all wondering about the many 
different sections of the train, so I'll give you a sho—” 

Mid-sentence, the man is interrupted by an incredibly loud stomach growl from the opposite 
side of the train car, belonging to David. 

The man turns his head while keeping his composure but smiling slightly, “If you’re wondering, 
the dining car is right behind me, I guess we can debrief after you’ ve had some breakfast.” 

Without another word, David jumps up and rushes past the man, almost knocking him down. 
Noriko follows next, with Eva giggling and borderline dragging the half-asleep Hushang into the car, 
leaving Ashmita and Olkonen behind. Ashmita had been standing against the back wall with her arms 
crossed and one foot against the wall, a sour expression on her face. 

“Something isn’t right Captain,” she says, still looking toward the food car. 

Olkonen, who was sitting in a seat a few feet from her, tilts his head her way, “Hmm? Something 
bothering you?” 

“We’ve been through some real sketchy situations before, and I think we’re not being told the 
full story. ..again.” 

Stoic by nature but just as aware as his compatriot, he keeps looking at his mechanical hand, 
“Tt’s that Hushang fella isn’t it?” 

“Well he rubs me the wrong way anyway, but why are civilians allowed on this mission? Why 
are we being sent in when they have other capable units on the base? It just doesn’t sit right with 
me: 

Olkonen gets up and walks over to her, “It’s nothing we can’t handle, go get something to eat.” 

She pushes off from the wall and looks back at him as if she’s going to say something, but keeps 
on walking into the food car. 

Outside, the train is just passing the forest band and transitioning into the plain band. Right then, 
Olkonen’s vision turns to sepia, and a team of recruits all wearing smiles and guns are looking back 
at him, including Ashmita. Without warnng the food car door opens, and one of the men Olkonen 
saw calls out to him, a young man with short black hair. 

“Hey Captain, you commng?” he says. Olkonen starts to sweat a bit and shakes his head. 

The vision of the young man distorts back to reality, transforming into David holding a pastry in 
his mouth. 

Inside the food car everyone is smiling and enjoying themselves, with David of course being the 
center of attention. 

“So I says to the guy, I says to the guy,” his mouth still full of pastry, “how can pits smell if they 
don’t have a nose?” 

Eva and Hushang giggle and laugh, while Ashmita hard-rolls her eyes gripping a sandwich. In the 
midst of all this, Noriko has been playing on her tablet, and pipes up. 

“T think I found something interesting.” 

The group centers in on her and she continues. 
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“So I’ve been doing some research on planet RQ-277, and I noticed some interesting 
anomalies.” 

With the flick of her finger the young woman shows a number of pictures of the planet, with a 
quick slideshow going back 1000 years. 

“Interestingly, the planet seemed to appear out of nowhere a thousand years ago, but it wasn’t 
covered in bands at all, in fact, it looked like it had more life on it from the looks of it.” 

She shows another picture, one of the planet as it appears now. 

Hushang pushes back his thick glasses, “So how long did it take to get the weird bands?” 

Noriko pushes to the next picture, “According to this, twenty-four hours...” 

A stunned silence falls over the group. 

“Ts that true Miss Ito?” Eva asks, her right forefinger planted on her lower lip. 

“That’s impossible, there must be a discrepancy,” Hushang pushes back. 

Noriko quickly turns her tablet back around, “Like I said, an anomaly, this planet almost seems 
artificial.” 

Ashmita shoots a glance at Olkonen, when the young liaison from before appears. 

“Yes, well, to continue on from earlier, I was told you were briefed by the colonel so I'll make 
this brief: The train contains sleeping quarters, a mmnt-lab, medical car, viewing car, the food car, and 
the navigations car. Once we are in the dark band, electronics will more than likely cease 
functionng. As per the colonel’s orders, once the train stops you have twelve hours to finish your 
mission and return...” he pauses for a moment. 

“Or we will leave you behind.” 

Almost immediately Olkonen’s face turns to disbelief, Ashmita not holding anything back fires a 
response at the man. 

“What? They can’t just leave us behind! We have civilians with us!” 

Olkonen walks up to the man, between his full suit of armor and his already imposing physique, 
he dwarfed him like a Great Dane standing over a Chihuahua, but even in the shadow of such human 
might, the military liaison stares into his eyes with resolve. 

“Why wasn’t I told about this? I’m the commanding officer here, why didn’t the colonel tell 
me?” 

The tension in the room is palpable, the two staring daggers into each other, but the man finally 
finishes by saying, “Those are my orders, directly from the colonel,” and turns around and heads into 
the next car. 

Without a word, everyone breaks off and finds something to occupy their time until they arrive at 
their destination. As David is playing a little video game on his wrist gadget, all of a sudden the lights 
flicker, and his wrist gadget dies. Outside, the desert band is shifting to darkness. 

“Guess that means we’re here.” 

Looking out the closest windows they could find, everyone catches glimpses of this mysterious 
and alien setting. The black band looked to be actually constructed of millions of black, interlocking 
grid pieces, with a pulsing red and yellow light flowing through each crack on the ground. The pulses 
were all moving toward a central point. 

“Oh my god,” Eva says, her eyes looking upward at the monolithic construction ahead of them. 

It was absolutely stunning in size. Four gigantic legs supported the structure, with a hollowed out 
middle section on top of that, and four spire-like pieces pointing towards a singular point in the sky. 
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The size of the structure almost couldn’t be comprehended. The closer the train got to the structure, 
the larger and larger the four legs appeared to get. The base of one leg rivaled the size ofa sports 
stadium. 

As the train came to a stop everyone was gathering the things they were going to take with them 
and loading their weapons. 

“Since we can’t rely on our electronics, we need to stay within at least five meters of each 
other.” Olkonen says, cocking his futuristic-style weapon. 

“This is not up for discussion. We don’t know what we’re getting into here, we just need to find 
this ‘tomb,’ and any survivors and get out as quickly as possible.” 

Once off the train the eerie nature of the situation really began to set in. There was no wind 
whatsoever. Sound reverberated loudly like it would have after the fall of fresh snow. Every step 
was magnified tenfold. The only other sound was the pulsing coming from the light “veins” going 
towards the megalith. Underneath the megalith it was completely different color-wise than the rest of 
the band. It looked to be a light gray color, possibly even white, but the mix of predommnantly red 
and yellow surroundings gave it an eerie red tint. Dead center in the middle of this square-shaped 
field, was an opening leading downward. Although it was impressive in size, the stairs leading down 
were fairly narrow, not unlike a Middle Eastern tomb you would navigate through on Earth. The only 
light was a single pulsing vein, running just over their heads, but even that couldn’t illuminate 
everything. Flight after flight of stairs was ahead of them, and it got darker and darker. 

Finally, after roughly ten minutes of walking, the steps end into an open area that is almost pitch 
black. 

“We must have gone down like, ten flights of stairs at least!” Hushang says, trying to catch his 
breath. 

Seeing the darkness around them, Olkonen drops his backpack and removes a fairly large 
wooden stick, a cloth, and some alcohol. David and Ashmita follow, and with the flick ofa few 
matches, the cave is much more illummated. Three passageways appear: one directly to their front, 
and two on opposite sides of the other. Staying within relative proximity, everyone begins looking 
around. Eva and David wander off to a corner to the left. Olkonen and Ashmita walk to the front 
and briefly check the surroundings of that hallway, and Noriko moves over to the far right entrance. 

“Kinda spooky ain’t it?” David says with a serious face but smirking nonetheless. 

“T think it’s kind of exciting actually, who knows what we could find down here right?” Eva says 
in return, looking at some interesting characters on the wall, “I wonder what kind of writing this is?” 

Eva reaches out her hand to one point, “Could you move your torch a little?” 

As he moves the torch, suddenly, they feel a tap on their shoulders. 

“Mind if I take a look?” Hushang pops in. 

David immediately turns around with his gun and Eva jumps without looking at him. 

“Jesus man don’t do that!’ David says, sweat forming on his forehead, “I could have shot you!” 

The symbols on the wall might remind one of hieroglyphics, but there’s something off about 
them, something very alien about them, like they were more advanced than they appear to be. Eva 
not being able to contain her wonder, runs her fingers across the characters on the wall. Right as she 
touches them, they push out from the wall indented. The three immediately jump back, and the 
characters recede back into the wall. 

Meanwhile, Noriko is experiencing the same phenomenon, when out of the darkness, she 
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notices a stain of some kind. 

Olkonen and Ashmita walk over, “Find anything Miss Ito?” 

She points at the substance on the wall, “It’s hard to tell for sure, but it looks like dried blood.” 

The captain runs his real hand over the wall and rubs his fingers together, trying to discern the 
status of the substance. 

“Kain, you and the other two stay here and do NOT move, the three of us are going to check 
down this hallway briefly. We will be back in roughly ten mutes.” 

David pops his head up in compliance. 

The hallway itself is incredibly dark, with no indication whatsoever as to what is in front of you, 
almost like a black, impenetrable fog is blocking their field of view. After a few minutes, Noriko, 
Olkonen and Ashmita walk into a small intermediary chamber to their right. Inside they see a 
makeshift table, some marine gear, and a single knife stuck deep into the table. With their weapons 
up and looking down their sights, Olkonen and Ashmita survey off to the left, and Noriko is left in 
the middle holding the two torches. No sound can be heard except the pulsing of the red and yellow 
veins, but now they’ve gotten more distinct, like a heartbeat. 

Ashmita opens the backpack, and Olkonen yanks out the knife. Noriko begins looking around, 
when she hears a dragging sound on the ground, her gaze immediately darting to the direction of the 
hallway they just came from. One motion after the other, every three seconds or so, moving 
forward, an unknown entity moving ominously through the darkness, something scraping along the 
ground as it moved. It sounds so close, like its right on top of her, but she still can’t see anything. 

The proximity of the walls around her begins to weigh on her mind, should she have really signed 
up for this? 

Suddenly, a hand grabs on tightly to Noriko’s leg from behind. 

She shrieks, and drops one of the torches. The hand 1s firmly gripped onto her leg no matter 
how hard she tries to shake it off Olkonen and Ashmita run over, and illuminate the rest of the 
hallway they were heading down. Laying on the ground, is a marine, dragging himself along the 
ground. The three turn the man over and push him against the wall, sitting him upright. His right arm 
is gone from the elbow down, and the right-upper portion of his face is gone, only revealing a skull 
that is barely still together itself. 

“What the hell happened to you son?” Olkonen says. 

His one good eye moving back and forth between everyone huddled around him, he can barely 
move, but he eeks out only three words. 

‘Dead, all dead.” 

“What did this to you?” 

Sweat starts to form on the man’s face and he begins to hyperventilate, his eye looking forward 
past everyone, as if just thinking about it made him freeze in terror. As abruptly as it started, the 
hyperventilating slows, one breath, after another, slowing down, until he takes one final breath. 
Ashmita looks away, and Olkonen stands back up. 

Back where they started, David, Hushang, and Eva are still looking at the panels on the wall, 
when Hushang finally lays eyes on the old blood stain. Now all he could see were flash backs to the 
panels he saw in the base. His mind begins to race and panic sets in. 

Oh god, it's what I saw on that panel! 

He begins to nervously look around. 
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“Something must be wrong, we haven’t heard back from them yet, weren’t they supposed to 
come back by now!?” 

“Whoa, hey calm down guy, it hasn’t even been ten minutes yet, just relax, okay?” David says, 
his rifle in one hand and torch in the other. 

“No...no...NO.” 

Hushang immediately bolts down the hallway. 

“Mister Filsoufi wait! You don’t have a torch!” Eva calls out, following him not long after. 

David looks back at the entrance and then back towards the hallway. He looks up and rolls his 
entire head in annoyance, “Goddammtt,” then chases off after the other two. 

Back in the circular intermediary chamber, Ashmita, Olkonen and Noriko are taking what they 
can from the pack they found. 

“Alright let’s g—” Olkonen says, interrupted by a furious sound of footsteps coming from the 
hall behind them. 

With both guns up, and Noriko jumping behind Ashmita, they brace for whatever is coming their 
way next in this alien darkness. Within a few moments, Hushang appears, snot dripping down his 
face and running full force into the light of the chamber. Upon sight of the guns at his face, he 
immediately throws his hands up and loses his balance, falling back onto his right side. 

Ashmita lowers her gun, “What the hell are you doing here? We told you to stay put!” 

Right after the words leave her mouth, Eva and David come barreling out of the darkness as 
well. Eva is catching her breath, and David gestures his eyes down at Hushang. At this point Ashmita 
is livid. She walks over to the crumpled man on the ground, holsters her rifle on her back, and grabs 
Hushang by his collar. In one simple motion she lifts him to his feet effortlessly. 

“You know something, and I’m not gonna let you go until you tell me what it is you know,” her 
eyes full of fire and fury. 

After a moment or two of shaking in fear, his shirt soaked in sweat, Hushang finally stops 
fidgeting. He knew he couldn’t keep such a secret any longer. 

“Okay, Okay! I'll tell you,” total defeat in his voice. 

“When we were walking to the barracks the first time, I strayed from the group when I saw a 
monitor that had some curious looking characters on tt.” 

“But then, one of the panels had what looked like blood on tt, but that’s it! That’s all I saw, I 
swear!” 

Ashmita continues to stare into his eyes, seemingly not satisfied with the answer. 

“Hey guys...” David calls out. 

“What!?” Ashmita says, not averting her gaze from Hushang. 

“T got something I think you guys should see.” 

During the interrogation, David had wondered over to one section of the wall. What he was 
pointing at, however, was distinctly different than the rest. 

It was a face. 

The face had half the face of someone, or something human-like, but not quite a person, not 
quite male but not quite female either, and the other half was just a skull. The writing on the wall 
around the skull seemed to all be pointing towards tt. 

Immediately Ashmita drops Hushang to the ground. Without looking at anyone, he slumps his 
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head down, his arms dangling over his knees. 

Olkonen looks at Hushang for a second then back towards everyone else, “Let’s see if we can 
find anymore survivors, then we’re getting the hell out of here, tomb or not.” 

He glares at Hushang, “And no one is going to die.” 

The team wouldn’t have to look long, because the hallway they were going down was an even 
shorter distance than before, and opened up into a gigantic chamber. Unlike everywhere else they’d 
seen so far, this chamber was moderately well lit, due to the excessive veins of light flowing into it. 
The chamber itself was covered with the same type of hieroglyphics, but they weren’t made of the 
same material as everything else. In fact it looked like they were actually jutting out of rock, like 
fossils. 

And there, floating right in the middle of the chamber, was the tomb. 

Floating roughly a meter off of the ground, at first glance it didn’t appear to have any kind of 
writing on it, and didn’t look like it had any openings or cracks or anything, like a solid floating 
block of the blackened material making up the majority of the area outside. Above the tomb on the 
wall leading up to the ceiling was another giant picture-like glyph. Two hands were open, stretched 
as if they were holding a ball or orb, and in the middle, was the tomb, but it looked like it had 
something inside of tt. 

There was no mistaking it, the tomb was the heart, and the sound they were hearing was like a 
heart pumping out blood. The marines circled the area, guns yet again at the ready; all around them 
were the remnants of the team from before, backpacks, torn clothes, and the occasional helmet. 
Hushang, Eva and Noriko walk up to the tomb. Eva runs her hand across the side of the tomb. Like 
perfectly sculpted obsidian, the surface is as smooth as can be. 

“Be careful,” Noriko tells her, but she shrugs it off. 

“Wait a minute, I think there are characters on here, just like on the wall.” 

Sure enough, almost imperceptible to the naked eye, there were characters running along the 
entirety of the tomb. Eva runs her hand over the lines again, and suddenly, they pop up just like 
before, but this time, they pop up in a language she can understand. 

“Wait, I can read this!” she squeals. 

Hushang pops his head over from his side of the tomb, and Noriko looks on as well. 

“The heavenly womb,” she reads slowly. 

David still looking back and forth scouting the perimeter pipes up, “For what?” 

Eva stops for a moment. 

“God.” 

David looks back over perplexed, “For what!?” 

At that moment, out of the corner of her eye, Eva thinks she sees something pop up from the 
top of the tomb. Intrigued, she goes over to that section of the top and moves her hand towards tt. 

“How are we going to move this thing any—Miss Eva wait!” Hushang cries out. 

But Eva slips her hand right into the top of the tomb, like she’d just slipped her hand into water. 

“Amazing, it looks to be contouring around her arm, like skin, but it’s as malleable as water,” 
Noriko says with an astonished gaze. 

Eva moves her hand around towards the middle, when all at once she stops, and immediately 
starts to get pulled into the abyss. David runs over as Noriko and Hushang are trying to pull her out 
of this unbelievable scenario. But just as quickly as it grabbed her, whatever it is lets go, and she falls 
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backwards onto David. 

“Are you alright?” he asks. 

“Yea I’m fine... I just have a little pinprick on my index finger.” 

A loud, guttural moan echoes throughout the chamber. It sounds odd, as if the frequency is 
mechanical, like a machine made it, but distinctly biological as well. Within seconds, the tomb slams 
onto the ground, then moves from its back onto an upright position, the watery top now facing 
forward. Ever so slowly, the top of the tomb begins to change color. Multiple protrusions appear on 
the tomb, stretching it out like a hand pressing against a balloon. Then what looks like a spine 
presses against the tomb. Finally a skull or face presses hard against the flesh of the tomb, then 
disappears. 

Okkonen looks at Noriko and David, “Miss Ito, I want you to get a sample of that, and then 
we’re getting out of here, Kain, back her up.” 

Both of them look at him as ifhe’d just lost his mind, but his eyes don’t divert ftom the flesh- 
colored tomb now in front of them. 

Ever so slowly, Noriko and David inch their way towards the tomb. From her pack, Noriko 
removes a scalpel and a container to take a sample. She closes her eyes, says a quick prayer under 
her breath, then begins to move the scalpel towards the flesh. 

It draws closer. 

And closer. 

And closer. 

Right before the scalpel can pierce this alien curiosity, the front of the tomb explodes in a loud 
boom. Tons of viscous fluid and fleshy particles throw Noriko into David and launch the two of 
them a few meters backward, covering them in disgusting remains in the process. 

In the middle of the room, lay a creature, a human-colored fleshy being of immaculate 
conception, curled up in the fetal position. A few seconds later, it comes to, long heavy gasps for air 
can be heard, its diaphragm heaving violently. Like a newborn deer learning to walk, it begins to 
move its limbs, but it’s almost like it already knows how to move, yet can’t. It looks around and 
begins making a sound that sounds like it’s choking, as if its tongue is stuck in its throat but it’s not 
gasping for air. 

“Ts it trying to talk?” 

Out of the stunned onlookers, Eva walks forward towards the being. 

“Get back!” Ashmita yells, but the words fall on deaf ears. 

Eva gets down on her knees, right next to the being. It looks...almost human. With the two so 
close one could see that its skin color is actually remarkably similar to Eva’s, but its proportions 
aren’t quite right. Its ribs are distinctly protruded from the sides of its chest, almost like blades. In 
the center where the heart would be, is a hard, perfectly spherical, black protrusion. Its face, 
however, is very alien. It has the face of a human, but its skull is elongated, and the skin appears to 
be stretched unevenly over it. The eyes don’t appear to have any discernible eyelids, and there is no 
nose, just two breathing cavities. The mouth is yet again stretched out thin but can close. Currently 
though, it’s showing perfectly white teeth. 

Immediately the being looks at Eva, its striking eyes and black pupils unwavering. It opens its 
mouth and begins to choke out something, like it knows the words it wants to say but can’t 
articulate them because it hasn’t learned them yet. 
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“Gah... gyuu...gyak,” it says towards her. 

It’s not really speech so much as throaty, choked out sounds. Without any fear in her mind, Eva 
points towards the hard chest protrusion. 

“Is that your heart?” she says inquisitively, her eyes shining like a curious child’s. 

The being looks down towards the center of its chest, then immediately looks back at her. 

“Thi...S...18....hear...t.” 

A smile from ear to ear appears on Eva’s face. Everyone else however is absolutely stunned. 

‘Unbelievable,’ Olkonen remarks. 

Noriko and David are still on the ground, David wipes some of the fluid from his face, “Oh no, 
it’s very believable.” 

On the other side of the newborn and Eva, Hushang sits down and adjusts his glasses. 

“Were you really inside of that tomb?” 

The being looks forward and moves around its hands in front of it. A sorrowful look crosses its 
face as it continually clenches and unclenches its fists. It turns its head towards Hushang. 

“Tt...wa...S...my...prison.” 

With the gentlest touch, Eva reaches out her hand and touches the face of the being. Instantly it 
looks at her, staring into her eyes. Its long, bony hand reaches up and touches hers. Despite its 
appearance, its skin is as smooth as a newborn. 

Eva looks over at Olkonen, “Captain, can we take him with us?” 

Ashmita finally finds a place to jump in, “You can’t be serious.” 

She looks over to Olkonen, who looks deep in thought. 

“Our mission is to bring back whatever equipment we could find, and any survivors, I think this 
stretches the definition of ‘survivor’ but...” 

Eva’s eyes light up, David rolls his eyes, and Ashmita just accepts her dismay. 

Olkonen looks towards the being and then loudly proclaims, “Looks like we’ll be taking one 
back with us.” 

“Kain, you and Eva help our friend here to their feet and back out of the megalith.” 

Having just gotten back up, David groans a little as he helps the being to its feet, the slime from 
his arm collecting again at the base of David’s neck. 

“Hey buddy, lay off the snot next time okay?” 

The being shifts its gaze towards David, then smiles, his mouth open and teeth showing, the 
upper and lower jaw-teeth not touching, almost like a dog. 

“T think he likes you” Eva giggles. 


After not much ofa trek, the crew makes their way back towards the train car, the liaison 
greeting each of them with a particularly fecal-eating grin. Ashmita and Olkonen are bringing up the 
rear, when the being, now walking almost normally, comes up to the train. The liaison turns around 
from looking at Noriko as she boarded to see the shadow of the being and his face immediately 
goes pale. 

“Oh my god...” he says, his militaristic composure evaporating instantly. 

The being looks down at him and stares right into his eyes, like the abyss staring back into the 
man. Its eyes like huge saucers, unrestrained by any eyelids. Without breaking eye contact the being 
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very softly jerks his head forward right in front of the man, their eyes not far from each other. Mere 
seconds feel like an eternity. Then the being jerks back with that dog-like smile, and boards the 
train. 

Olkonen and Ashmita are loving it with smiles across their faces. Ashmita even laughs right in the 
man’s face as she boards the train. 

“Scared?” Ashmita giggles before busting out into a full-blown laughing fit. 

The liaison is visibly trembling, “I—I...uh no...of course not.” 

“Damn, maybe you should have left us behind.” 

The being moves over to the left-most part of the viewing car and immediately plops down into 
a seat to look at the view outside the car as it pulls away from the dark band. Naturally, Eva sits 
down in the seat right across from it. Everyone is transfixed on this new entity, its breathing showing 
how truly thin its frame is, the blade-like ribs it has flexing slowly with each breath. Minutes go by 
with just silence. 

“You seem to be able to pick up on everything really quickly 

The being moves his eyes towards her. 

“Tt was not hard, the ability to do so is...... easy, I just needed to hear more talking to... fully... 
grasp it.” 

“But...you’ve only been with us for roughly an hour or two, how is that possible?” 

Ever so slowly, the being moves its head and eyes towards Hushang. 

Before it has a chance to answer, however, the train pulls past the desert band, and the being 
moves its gaze back to the outside. The liaison has made his way back into the viewing car, but this 
time he has a small electronic device with him, and after a few seconds a green holographic visage 
of the colonel appears. 
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“Ah, team, it looks like you made it all back in one piece, fantastic, were you able to recover the 
tomb?” 

Olkonen replies back coldly, “Unfortunately, Colonel, we were not able to recover the tomb, or 
any tech for that matter.” 

The colonel’s demeanor immediately changes, he throws his holographic finger at Olkonen, 
“Captain, your orders were to recover the tomb!” 

Now the anger in Olkonen’s voice starts to swell up. 

“We were told we would be left behind, with civilians, if we didn’t return in twelve hours, why 
weren’t we informed? You do know that a Schmidt was on this mission correct?” 

Without even flinching, the colonel responds, “An unfortunate but calculated risk.” 

Eva sees her chance to take the spotlight, “Colonel, if anything were to happen to me, you do 
know my family is the largest single monetary donor to the Federation military right? How could you 
leave us behind when we found a new friend?” 

“A new friend what...” The colonel says, his hologram turning to respond to Eva. 

Right as he does, he immediately jerks back and almost falls on his rear-end as his eyes meet 
the beings. 

“What in the hell is that?” he coughs out, his staunch disposition reduced to a scared whimper. 

The being gets up out of the chair and walks towards the hologram. Everyone is staring at the 
two as the being methodically moves towards the colored hue of the colonel. 
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“T am the creator of this planet.” 

Noticing that the others are watching, the colonel straightens out and adjusts his tie, but a bead 
of sweat has formed on his brow. 

“Preposterous.” 

“T am not from this...fleshy...mortal plane, I existed in the black void of space for untold 
millenia, an existence of unspeakable knowledge.. .ethereally. ..like a fabric of time and space itself” 

David, his eyes full of wonder can’t help himself, “So like, heaven?” 

The being moves his eyes towards David, then back to the colonel. 

“Your heaven...this ‘god’ term you all use, the closest answer would be...yes.” 

“Are you scared...Colonel?” The being says as monotone as a robot. 

The colonel is now visibly sweating, his teeth in a snarl. Like the liaison before him, the being 
gets as close as he can to the hologram. The colonel again loses his composure as he stares into the 
vast darkness of his eyes. 

“No,” he spits out. 

A wicked alien smile goes from ear to ear on the being. 

“You should be.” 

Just as quickly as the exchange began, the being returns to its seat and looks out the window. 

“Eva,” it says, “what would you call me?” 

She thinks for a second, then says, “I’d have to think about it, I mean...But.” 

“Joshua, that will be my name.” 

The colonel turns his back to the two and looks towards Olkonen. 

“Captain, I want you to run some tests on this. ..thing, and report back to me what you find.” 

The atmosphere in the room is tense, everyone looking back and forth at one another with gazes 
ending back on Joshua. 

“T think... .I’m getting. ..hungry.” Joshua lets out, to the delight of Eva. 

Having had his pride hurt the colonel sternly looks at Olkonen, “Do not fail this time Captain, or 
you ll wish you were back in the hell of the jungles of BTR- 12591.” 

With a whir, the transmission ends and the liaison frantically grabs it, looks at Olkonen, then to 
Joshua, and scampers out of the car. 

Out of nowhere, David walks over to Olkonen and Ashmita, his mouth agape, “Wait a minute, 
hold up, Captain Olkonen, you were in Whiskey-8?” 

“We both were,” Ashmita says sternly, “the only two who made it out.” 


Like every military since the beginning of armed conflict, there have always been a group 
dedicated to black-ops, offthe-grid missions. Whiskey-8 was one of those teams. As a matter of 
fact there were four “8” teams, Whiskey, Bravo, Hotel, and Foxtrot. Each team became known for 
a different thing, and so oftentimes they were dispatched in waves. Whiskey were often the recon 
and contact team, and they were good. 

One such mission had them enter into the jungles of BTR- 12591, a giant planet with indigenous 
people and creatures that were said to be dangerous to the Federation. 

“Hey Cap, you think Yelena would wanna vacation here?” A young man with short black hair 
said with a smirk as he’s looking through his visor. 
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“Only if you think getting bitten by all these damned bugs will help your sad sex life,” Ashmita 
jokingly yells forward, slapping away a few small insect annoyances in the process. 

“Ah come on Ashy, you know short guys got it hard enough already,” another man says, his 
brown hair soaked with sweat, even with his red headband. 

Olkonen looks through his visor, both his moderately pale hands turning the visor this way and 
that, looking through the various visual spectrums. 

“Something’s wrong,” he says, finally putting it down. 

Everyone stiffens up at the captain’s words. Ashmita immediately throws her light machine gun 
down on its pivots and aims down the barrel. 

“Cap?” the young black-haired man says. 

“You hear that?” Olkonen puts his two fingers up towards the tree line and glances around. 

A few moments go by when the other special ops team member, the brown-haired man, seems 
to mmediately realize what it is. 

“That’s a Federation repeater! We should be the only ones here though...” 

“Exactly,” Olkonen says. 

“But what about Kowalski and the others?” Ashmita inquires, her eyes still looking down the 
sights of her gun, “They shouldn’t be using a repeater now.” 

Up about ten yards from them, the bushes stir, and out comes the person they were just talking 
about, Kowalski, a dark-skinned man with black hair and a strip of gray in the front. He’s bleeding 
from his shoulder, and carrying a person. 

Olkonen immediately runs up to him, “Ashy, stay aimed above me, midnight... Kowalski, Jesus 
man what happened?” 

The man drops down and the woman he’s holding drops as well. He chokes a bit but he doesn’t 
seem to be terribly injured, just bleeding. 

“Fucking... Hotel are already here, myself; Steiner, Jameson, and Patty all went over the ridge, 
when we saw this woman running towards us.” 

Olkonen shifts his gaze towards her, his eyes full of rage and anger. The native recoils as if he 
physically pushed her, she puts her hands up. 

“No cap...fuck...it was Hotel, they came out of the bush. ..chasing her, we stopped them at the 
ridge. Then...they just opened fire on us... gyah.” 

“What!?” 

What the hell is going on? 

Olkonen and the two survivors get back up over the ridge the others are waiting on. Kowalski 
and the woman are looked over by the brown-haired man, the medic. 

“Orders Captain?” Ashmita says with disbelief at hearing Kowalski’s story. 

Deep in thought for a second, Olkonen loads up his gun and puts it on his stand as well. For any 
of the black-ops teams, this is the worst moment they could possibly run into, other than death. 

“Hotel is chasing them, keep your guns trained on the clearing, we’re gonna give them one 
chance to explain themselves, otherwise, shoot to kill.” 

Ashmita looks up from her gun sight and stares at Olkonen, the worry in her eyes like that ofa 
child worried about being beaten by their parent. 

“I know, if we kill them and make it out, we’re gonna be executed or put to work in the ore 
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mines after court martial, but I will NOT let any of you die in vain. We’re Whiskey-8.” 

Right on time, a group of merciless looking military figures burst out of the bush and into the 
clearing below Whiskey-8. One in the group waves back to the others, a sinister smile forming on 
his face. Blood and black paint are smeared all over him like a wicked mask. 

“I know you're up there Olkonen, why don’t you let that woman go, you know...she’s a 
fugitive that needs to be eliminated.” The man’s voice comming out with a sly and contemptuous tone. 

“Get fucked Doyle, you killed three of my team and murdered mnocent people, we’ve got our 
guns right on you. Give yourself up and we won’t be forced to kill you.” 

The man called Doyle closes his eyes, clicks his tongue, and looks back over to his compatriots. 

“We warned ya,” he says coolly. 

What proceeded for the next three days through the jungle and other villages surrounding them 
was the bloody battle now referred to as the “BTR incident.” 

On the final day, only Ashmita, Olkonen, and Doyle were left, their compatriot’s bodies spilled 
out over the land in humiliating and disfigured ways. In a village that Hotel had ravaged, the last three 
combatants were moving stealthily through the hut-like buildings. Fires were burning all around, yet it 
was quiet, neither group wanting to give up their position. 

“You know Olkonen, why don’t we just go back and blame this on the locals, we just gotta 
meet in the middle.” Doyle’s voice carries through the remains like a ghost. 

Olkonen puts up his fist to stop Ashmita, “TI have an idea.” 

Suddenly, he appears from the clearing, both his hands up. 

“Doyle, the killing has gone on long enough, let's just settle this here and go home.” 

From the other side of a downed tree about 50 yards from him, Doyle cautiously rises, his 
shotgun slowly raising above his head. The two trepidatiously move towards the middle of the 
village, each step labored and meticulous. Their eyes are locked on the other’s, while shortly 
dodging to look at a hand or body part for the slightest bit of aggression. 

“T always knew Olkonen, that you’d come to your senses.” Doyle lets out, the two now five 
yards apart. 

“Yea well that’s why we’re black-ops Doyle.” Olkonen fires back. 

Silence as the two stare back at each other. 

Then, with an incredible swiftness, Olkonen gets up behind Doyle and grabs him. The two 
struggle for a moment, when Doyle throws the butt of his gun into Olkonen’s gut and fires off at him. 
It misses Olkonen in a blink, but the slug obliterates his hand. Doyle takes the opportunity to get 
Olkonen down on his knees, the two trading places. 

“T never liked you Olkonen, but that all ends today, and I get to go home the he—’” is all Doyle 
gets out, before the entire front half of his face flies off. 

The lifeless body of Doyle drops to the ground with a firm thud. Ashmita runs over and 
immediately starts unwrapping the gauze from her pack. 

After the incident, the black-ops teams were officially “disbanded”. Though Ashmita and 
Olkonen survived and were technically court martialed, the Federation did not fine or incarcerate 
them. They were expected, however, to be on call for “‘special’ missions. 


“You want me to do what?” 
The military folks are all sitting at a table and had motioned for Noriko to come over. 


47 


“Look,” Olkonen starts, “you’re the only one who can perform a test like this and probably not 
hurt... Joshua.” 

The young scientist looks like she’s trying to figure out how to respond. 

‘We’ ll be right there Miss Ito,” David says, his voice confident but not particularly assuring. 

Noriko sighs but reluctantly agrees, and they get up and approach Joshua. 

“Joshua, we need to run some tests, would you be willing to—” 

The ominous being slowly creaks his head towards the group and looks Noriko deeply in the 
eyes. 

“T am in your care. Please be careful.” 

The lab car, though small and sparse for what one would expect ofa laboratory, was still 
incredibly well-equipped. In the middle of the room was Joshua, strapped to a table, and Noriko, 
dressed in a lab coat and medical masks. The rest of the crew who cared to observe were peering 
in. A large syringe, scalpel, and some kind of sterilizing fluid were on a stainless steel tray. After 
sterilizng a small spot on Joshua’s arm, Noriko carefully puts the syringe to his arm. Joshua’s eyes 
immediately dilate, and he fidgets for a moment, a small frown appearing on his face. 

Eva looking on tugs on David’s arm, “He looks uncomfortable, he might be in pain, maybe we 
should stop?” 

She looks back to see Noriko pulling on the syringe while in Joshua’s arm. But she can’t pull 
any blood. 

The doctor looks at Joshua, “Joshua are you doing this?” 

Joshua looks at her and erupts out, “Please remove that...now!” 

With the quickness, Noriko removes the syringe, and then moves to the scalpel. 

“Please relax Joshua, I’m not here to hurt you.” 

Moving back towards the spot, Noriko notices there isn’t any blood at all. 

This can t be right, she thinks to herself; moving the scalpel once again to his body ina case of 
deja-vu. 

With the same cautiousness as in the tomb, Noriko moves the scalpel closer to the subject’s 
arm, applying more anesthetic along the way. Scalpel meets skin and slowly cuts through the 
otherworldly arm. After an agonizing minute or two, the skin comes off. The muscle underneath 
looks human, but where a normal person would have red blood. Joshua’s arm has a black, almost 
sludge-like material begin to ooze over the spot where the wound was. Noriko inspects the piece of 
flesh and places it in a container. Upon turning around, she catches sight of Joshua, his eyes 
completely open and staring at her, the muscles around his mouth undulating. 

Immediately, Noriko walks up to him with a syringe, “I’m so sorry! Are you in pain, let me—” 
but before she can finish her sentence, Joshua’s arm easily breaks through the restraint and grabs her 
arm. 

“Ts this what you call...pain? I truly hate...this feeling.” 

Instantly her whole body tenses up. 

Was he really just letting himself be restrained? 

Within moments, the military members of the train car burst in with guns drawn, Eva rushes past 
them and starts helping Joshua out of his restraints. 

Gun still drawn on him, David helps the being up off the operating table, “You alright buddy?” 
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Joshua’s eyes are still very large, and he’s feeling the spot where his flesh was cut from him. 

“No,” he says very mechanically, an ounce of pain slipping out from his voice. 

Olkonen is the next to speak, “Alright, I think that’s enough for one day. Maybe we should all 
relax and head off to bed.” 

As everyone is filing out and the tension dissipates, Noriko looks over at where she had made 
the cut on Joshua. There was no blood of any kind near the cut, almost as ifhe never was cut at all. 
Noriko stayed in the lab for a moment just taking in the atmosphere, trying to regain some 
composure. The small piece of skin she had removed from Joshua never left her sight, her arms 
clenched together. 

“Maybe I should get some sleep,” she says with a trembling voice. 

Walking out of the lab, immediately to her right is Ashmita, propped up against the door. 

“I know what you're feeling, it’s the worst you know?” she says, eyes closed. 

But Noriko doesn’t respond. 

“Don’t worry, Kain and I will stay outside your room tonight, nothing will get you. I don’t trust 
that thing, especially since the rich girl seems to be wrapped around its finger.” 

“...Thank you,” Noriko responds with a soft sigh. 

The only thing normal about the planet was its day and night cycle. Roughly every twelve hours 
or so, the star closest to the planet would rise. With the setting star, each of the individual members 
of the team found a place for themselves and settled into the night. The outside of Noriko’s room 
became the almost-sleeping spot for David and Ashmita. 

“You know, these blankets kinda suck.” David says sitting against the wall. 

Ashmita laughs a little. 

“What?” he says with a yawn. 

“That’s not a blanket, it’s a towel, but yea.” 

He shakes his head in a sarcastic way, mocking her laughing, but then settles in, rifle laying 
against his shoulder. 

“You really think something is gonna happen?” he says with a fatigued yawn. 

Ashmita doesn’t respond for a moment, but then says in a chilly voice, “You remember when he 
was talking with the colonel? He said he should be scared of him. Somehow I don’t think that was 
an empty threat.” 

Noriko’s room like the other rooms in the hallway was simple but comfortable. With the trillions 
that get funneled into the military by families like Eva’s, the least they could spare were comfy places 
to sleep. It featured a bed that doubled as a couch, a thick chest-like amenity that could store 
munitions, a miniature desk, and a single painting on the opposite wall of some random general from 
the past. On the wall perpendicular to the bed were two wide windows facing out towards the 
planet. 

Right as Noriko begins to fall asleep she hears a clicking sound and looks over. There’s nothing 
in the room. She looks around to see if maybe something fell or if it was just the sounds from 
outside, the wind from the train blowing a small breeze into the room. With a yawn, she rolls back 
over to face the wall and try and catch... 

Wait a minute, she didn’t open the windows when she came into the room, they were closed, 
she knows they were closed. 

Just as she goes to turn back towards the windows, an incredibly fast blur rips her from her bed 
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and onto the middle of the room’s floor like she was a weightless feather. Staring right at her in the 
darkness are the eyes of Joshua, completely open. From up close, his face is even more horrifying 
than she could have thought. The skin around his face is stretched incredibly thin, his sunken eye 
sockets forming a black chasm behind his eyes. Noriko felt like she was staring at a monster froma 
nightmarish dream. 

She went to say something but his hand completely covered her mouth, and tightly. His body did 
truly betray how strong he was. Noriko weighed roughly 45 kilos but he moved her from bed to 
floor in a fraction of a second. 

“You said I would be alright,” he said in a low but menacing voice. 

Noriko was completely at a loss. She shook her head, trying in some way to let him know that it 
wasn’t her fault. 

“You lied, now I’m going to take something from you, and make you feel pain.” 

Slowly, Joshua moves his index finger and middle finger together, and effortlessly inserts the two 
digits into Noriko’s right eye socket. Immediately blood begins to move to the surface of her face, 
his fingers scraping and cutting the nerves around her eye and brutally etching into her skull. Before 
this, Noriko had just been a simple researcher and teacher, a world of papers and classrooms were 
her everyday life. Now all of that is fading into the crimson palette of consciousness she sees before 
her, the pain indescribable. 

With one final bit of energy she screams as loud as she can, and Joshua rends her eye from its 
owner. Not a moment more had she made a sound that David and Ashmita burst into the room, 
eyes aimed down sights. 

But just as they get in, they see the cosmic horror’s leg disappear out the window and onto the 
top of the train. 

“Miss Ito!” David calls out, running to her side. 

“Holy shit he took her eye!” David yells back to Ashmita, pulling out some gauze from the 
medkit on the wall and trying to stop the bleeding. 

The sight of it leaping out of the train car plays in Ashmita’s mind again as she wraps her head 
around the situation they are in. 

They aren’t the predators, they are now the prey. 

“Get her to the medical car and stay with her, I’m gonna go get Olkonen, we can’t let this thing 
make it back to the base.” 

Ashmita dashes out of the door, but right on cue is Olkonen. 

“What the hell was that scream?” he barks out. 

All Ashmita has to do is move her eyelids up in a sarcastic way, and Olkonen shakes his head. 

“Captain, it got into that room and took her eye without us hearing anything, we can’t let that 
thing get back to base.” 

The captain nods his head, then raises a question, “But where’s it gonna go next?” 

It takes them all of two seconds before they both look at each other, “Eva!” 

‘Tl go get Eva, you try and stop the train,” Olkonen firmly commands. The two head off in 
opposite directions. 

Even ina rather rough military car, Eva Schmidt still made sure that her routine would not be 
disturbed. A beautiful white nightgown made of the finest threads, and a menagerie of items she 
would use to make even the most tumultuous journey feel like home. 
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What woke her up however, wasn’t what she thought was a scream, but the chilly breeze now 
blowing into the room, blowing on the curtains she had brought with her on the trip. 

“Every window must have curtains! Otherwise how can one call it a room?” She once told a 
subordinate. 

The heiress looks around the room, her belongings all in the order she put them in, but then, right 
in the corner of the room she catches sight of two glowing eyes staring at her from the darkness. 

“Joshua?” she calls out groggily. 

The being never breaks eye contact with her, and gradually moves towards the middle of the 
room, each step a methodical exercise in restraint. He stops in the middle of the room. In the light of 
multiple moons, the entities pale skin is a sickeningly bright white. With every step into the light, Eva 
can now see the animalistic smile spread from ear to ear. Eva gets out of bed, and swiftly walks to 
him. 

“What’s going on Joshua? Why are you in here? Oh my god is that blood on your hand?” 

Joshua’s smile disappears, “These people, Eva, they are now coming after me.” 

“But...but why! Surely this is all one big misunderstanding I—” but Joshua cuts her off. 

“They don’t understand me...the way you do.” 

Hushang, who was just getting up to use the restroom, happens to pass by Eva’s room when he 
hears someone talking with her. Whether by fate or otherwise, Eva’s door was slightly ajar, and 
what Hushang saw inside, was Eva and that monster, holding each other’s arms tenderly in the pale 
moonlight. 

“What in the...” Hushang whispers to himself: 

All of the fears Hushang had before begin to come back to his mind. 

I could have warned everyone, I could have saved someone, I could have stopped that 
thing, but I... 

He breaks out ina cold sweat again. 

But my family...I did it for my family...that's why I didn t speak up before. 

In the middle of the room, Joshua pulls Eva closer to him, she squeaks out an “Oh”, but accepts 
the embrace. Of all the people she thought she would have her first kiss with, she never thought it 
would be someone or something like this. As she closes her eyes and can feel its breath on her, a 
lone voice interrupts. 

“Uhh... .uh hey what are you...d—doing?” 

Joshua’s eyes suddenly flare, and the veins around his neck protrude, his jaw stiffennng up. 

He slowly moves back from Eva and speaks, “I’m sorry for what you’re about to see.” 

As Hushang blinked his eyes, Joshua moved from Eva to himself without a sound, his body 
casting a dark shadow over the would-be hero. 

Quickly, Joshua grabs Hushang by the throat, “What is inside you that makes you this 
annoying?” 

Knowing that his time was coming, Joshua’s immense strength crushing his windpipe, Hushang 
barfs out his final words. 

“Please. ..tell my...family...I tried...ack!” 

A firm grip on his throat, Joshua thrusts his thumb sickeningly into the corner of Hushang’s right 
eye, digging deep back into his skull, his thumb clasped around his eye socket. Joshua does the 
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same with his other hand into Hushang’s other eye. Slowly, he lifts him off the ground. Hushang 
attempted something ofa scream, but nothing came out. With all the strength in his hands, Joshua 
grinds his thumbs away from each other, the sound of bone cracking and snapping. Quickly he 
moves his hands apart, and cracks Hushang’s head like an egg, the viscera and blood spraying all 
over the room. 

Eva holds her arm up and closes her eyes at the disturbing scene playing out before her. When 
she moves her arm down, she sees Joshua looking over his shoulder at her, blood on his hands, eyes 
wide open. Was this thing, who claims to be the creator of this planet, a god even...truly capable of 
such grotesque terror? 

In no time, Olkonen slides around the comer and yells out, “Miss Schmidt!” 

Joshua snaps his head back to face Olkonen and lunges forward, launching him into the wall 
behind him at a frightening speed. 

The last thing in Olkonen’s sight before he passes out, is the end ofa fluttery gown disappearing 
onto the top of the train. 


Slam! A man gets smashed head-first into the lever panel of the train. Staring at him from behind 
is the barrel of a Federation rifle, and Ashmita having none of his shenanigans. All around the cockpit 
are the unconscious bodies of the conductor’s crew. With a lurch, the train begins to slow to a stop. 

“And if you decide to turn this back on? You’ll get the same treatment they all got.” 

“You're gonna get court martialed!” the conductor says, his lips quivering and body shaking. 

“Tell it to the judge,” she says as the door closes behind her. 

As she’s walking, she notices an odd sound that is almost mimicking her own footsteps. 

Thud, thud...thud. The sound stopped. 

“What is that?” but what answers her, from down the hall, is Olkonen, as he catches up, his 
breathing somewhat haggard. 

“He got away,” he says, but Ashmita immediately puts up her hand, the thuds return. 

The former Whiskey-8 recon savant immediately raises her rifle to the ceiling. 

But Olkonen quickly speaks up, “Don’t shoot, he’s got Eva.” 

Ashmita doesn’t move, but continues to follow the steps with her gun. 

“This could be the only shot we have at getting the jump on them!” she fires back sternly. 

“Ashy, I don’t want anybody else to die, please.” Olkonen says somberly. 

That nickname, that damned nickname, it gets her every time. She lowers the gun, and turns 
back to him, but then, they heard something else, rushing up from behind them. Did they miss 
something? 

Olkonen readies his gun, and mouths, “‘Three...two...one.” 

Right on one, the pair find a startled David Kain with his hands up in the air. Ashmita rubs her 
temple in frustration and Olkonen lowers his weapon. 

“What the hell are you doing running up on us like that!?” Ashmita roars. 

“Hey whoa sorry, I just wanted to let you know Miss Ito is stabilized, looks like she’s gonna be 
alright. Did you guys get Mr. Filsoufi?” 

Olkonen shakes his head, “Joshua got him.” 

David slightly recoils at the response, “What about Miss Schmidt?” 
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Olkonen goes to answer, but before the words can escape his mouth, the cabin door that 
connects the train cars together slides open. A mass of flesh kicks Ashmita across the floor. 

Before anyone has the chance to fire, Eva stands between Joshua and a death by firing squad, 
her white gown stained with bloody handprints. 

“Get out of the way Eva!” Olkonen shouts. 

But she stands just as still, “I won’t, he’s the god of this planet, this is his world.” 

“You have got to be kidding me, he’s a freaking monster!” David retorts. 

Silently, Joshua walks in front of Eva, a deadly swagger in his steps. Locking eyes with Olkonen 
through his green holographic sight, Joshua creeps forward, one foot at a time. 

“Stop, or I will shoot!’ Olkonen says with a commanding tone. 

“Do it,” his adversary says, slithering closer to the barrel of his gun. 

A chill runs through Olkonen’s spine, the empty space closing in, yet feeling like a vast expanse. 

There s no way he could possibly know. 

The split second it took Olkonen to think that fleeting thought, the living abomination in front of 
him thumped its chest right onto his gun. From the barrel, their eyes were deadlocked onto the 
other’s. 

A drip of sweat forms on Olkonen’s cheek as he tenses up again, trying to keep the barrel 
steady. 

“As expected Captain,” Joshua says, his monotone voice grating against Olkonen’s ears. 

Time slows to a crawl for a brief moment, but Olkonen has had enough. The combat veteran 
tries to quickly launch a jab at Joshua, but Joshua catches his hand just as quickly. 

Even the best robotic technology was no match for such a being. Gradually, the gears and 
electronics in Olkonen’s hand begin to crack and crunch under the immense strength of the planet’s 
god. 

“A robotic hand? Fascinating...” Joshua says with an inquisitive voice. He continues to crush the 
cybernetic limb, but also lifts up Olkonen easily while inspecting its make. 

Olkonen lets out an agonized grunt, the oil and fluid seeping onto his arm. 

“You're an honorable man, Captain Olkonen, now you’ll die like one.” 

Just as the words leave Joshua’s mouth, his hand and Olkonen’s disappear. Olkonen falls to the 
ground and rolls backward. On the other side of the room, Ashmita is steadfastly aimed right at 
them. Through her sight, are the remains of both of their hands, splattered against the wall. It takes 
Joshua a moment to realize what has just happened. Those giant alien pupils dilate across his entire 
eyes for a split second. He moves his bony wrist, bloody ooze beginning to fall away from the 
wound. 

Suddenly, he begins to whimper, and doubles over. The sound that comes out of him next 
shocks everyone. An enormous howl, one coming from the deepest parts of his diaphragm, one that 
you'd expect from a creature far larger than his body. A throaty pained scream that only a child 
could make, a child who has been truly damaged for the first time. Yet at the same time, like in the 
tomb, a monotone, almost mechanical in nature sound accompanies it, unlike anything heard in the 
universe. 

Eva runs over to Joshua, and Ashmita near Olkonen. 

“Eva, this hurts...I hate it, this pain, is unbearable!” he whimpers. 

She rips offa piece of her gown and tries to wrap it around his stump, the bottom of her dress 
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being stained in a myriad of foreign fluids. 

“What is wrong with you! Don’t you see he’s in pain!?” Eva barks back at them. 

This time Ashmita is the one to finally lose her cool and swiftly leaps forward at the young 
heiress. The only thing that saves her from Ashmita’s wrath is David, who has to use most of his 
strength to hold her back. 

“He’s in pain!? Are you nuts! That thing just tried to kill Captain Olkonen! How can you sit here 
and protect that!?” 

“You don’t know the first thing about him!” Eva protests back. 

“You're delusional just get—” Ashmita starts, before noticing that Joshua has started to crawl 
away. 

With great agility, Ashmita gets ready to fire, but as David is distracted with the two, Eva grabs 
his rifle and fires at Ashmita. David kicks Ashmita out of the way just in the knick of time, and Eva 
not knowing anything about weapons, drops the gun as the recoil causes her to lose control. Bullets 
spray all over. Against the floor and all around Ashmita are bullet holes that just barely miss hitting 
her. Death by spoiled little girl is not the way Ashmita thought she was going to go. 

Incensed, Ashmita jumps to her feet and runs after Eva, but David steps in her way again. 

“Kain, get out of my way, that stuck up bitch is going to get hers!” 

David turns around to the sight of Eva in shock on the floor, her eyes starting to well up. Could 
she actually be brainwashed? Could she...kill someone? 

“T’m sorry. ..I—” Eva painfully tries to get through, as David takes the butt of his gun and right 
square in her forehead, knocks the heiress out cold. 

Ashmita and David have a tense moment, but it’s broken up by the sound of Olkonen in the 
corer. 

“You did the right thing Kain,” he grunts out. 

Ashmita stares at David for a few more moments, before immediately going over to aid 
Olkonen. 

“How you holding up Captain?” 

A mechanical thumbs-up is what she gets in response, the only digit left on his hand. 

Helping Olkonen to his feet, the three ponder about how they are going to defeat the menace 
currently facing them. Ashmita turns to them with an idea, when they hear the train lurching back to 
life, but they don’t feel any movement. They rush to the door, only to see severed cable lines where 
the cars connected. 

“T think he’s mad,” David says with a snort, “got any ideas how we’re gonna stop him?” 

Olkonen and Ashmita looked deep in thought. They had taken on many different enemies 
together over the years, but never anything like this. What they were dealing with was well above 
anything any of them had ever faced before. It was stronger, faster, and able to manipulate with 
incredible ease. 

Then, Ashmita gets a smile on her face, “T think I have an idea, but if we make one mistake, 
we’re done.” 


“Huh, what...” the groggy young heiress finally awakens. 


No one is around her, just like how it usually is. She scans the train car, not a sign of life to be 
seen. 
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Was it all a dream? It felt like just a few moments ago tensions were about to explode, 
now nothing. 

As she tries to look around, a dull pain right on her forehead causes her to wince. 

“Ow, that’s right, David....” 

Eva’s life up to that point, despite being one of leisure, was rather dull. Boring meetings and 
boring events where she had to smile and wave, but never speak. Never able to let her true self 
shine through. No part of her self really, she was just an icon, a figure for the public to live 
vicariously through. To her, the public were the ones living real lives. At this very moment, Eva was 
living more than she’d ever thought possible. Instead of always being told, she could enjoy the little 
things as herself: She even found another person as possibly misunderstood as she was. 

“Hello? Where is everyone?” she called out, still no one answered. 

Without an answer once again, Eva staggers over to the open door. The world was peaceful at 
night, or at least it seemed that way. Splitting the untouched wild around them was nothing more than 
a few man-made train rails. The rest was as it should be, undisturbed. A moment or so later, she 
heard it, the sound ofa low moan coming from above. She looked up and saw a hand leaning from 
the top of the train. Upon grabbing tt, it easily hoisted her up to the roof, and up there was Joshua, 
laying on the train car. His breathing was somewhat labored, but he seemed to be okay, despite his 
injury. Eva immediately went to wrap his hand again. The black sludge-like material that must have 
been flowing through his body was trying to heal his hand, but he lacked something to complete tt, 
SO it just molded there, like a scab. 

“How are you feeling?” she spoke to him, putting the finishing touches on his injury. 

“T’m afraid.” he responded. 

Eva was taken aback by the remark, “But you can heal yourself right?” 

He looked at her, then at his hand, “This is my burden now, all of this knowledge and power, 
inside a weak body, I know how to, but this body just can’t do it, unless...” 

Eva stares into the eyes of the creature that called itself the planet’s creator, a being that said it 
understood the cosmos in a way that no other living thing could. 

“Tell me something, Joshua...” Eva said, looking at him completely focused. 

“Do you enjoy killing people?” the words almost falling out of her mouth. 

The being moves his eyes away from her, but asks her to help him up. 

Upon helping him up, the two are greeted by a yell, “Stop right there.” 

It was Ashmita, but she wasn’t aiming at them, merely standing on the opposite side of the train. 

“T’m not here to yell any more orders, but if we all want to make it out of here alive, we need to 
get moving.” 

Eva responds with a sour look on her face, “And why should we trust you?” 

The veteran simply shrugs and starts to move slowly towards them. 

“Because once they find out the train got severed, they are just gonna unload whatever artillery 
they have here on us. Remember little princess, that the colonel gave approximately two shits about 
who you were, you think he’s really gonna waste anymore resources or manpower on getting you 
home safe and sound? He’s already got what he needs.” 

A lightning bolt had struck them both at the same time, Eva realizes that she’s in a danger she 
can’t weasel her way out of. Joshua also has an even more frightened look on his face. 

“But...how much time do we have!?” Eva yells back in a panic. 
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Ashmita puts her finger to her chin and looks up in a quizzical manner, “Well, the train might be 
slow, but those gliders can probably be here in under half an hour or less, and who knows when 
they even got the call...” 

Realizing that his time is almost up, Joshua makes a sudden movement towards Eva. With zero 
effort he moves her into position as human meat shield. 

“Joshua, what are you doing?” she eerily squeaks out. 

Before she even has time to realize what’s going on, Joshua thrusts his fist through her chest, and 
on the other side is her beating heart, slowly pumping out the last of her blood. Pulling it back 
through her chest, Joshua holds the heart to his mouth and begins to chomp away at it like a wild 
animal. Eva, with the last of her strength, drops to her bottom and turns around, facing him. The 
blood from her chest cavity slowly dyeing the rest of her once beautiful gown the color of her own 
blood. 

“But Joshua, you’re...an angel, a god.” 

He stops for a moment, his bestial mouth plastered with red and full of her heart. 

“The only use you have to a higher being, is to make sure it lives longer than you.” 

Then the stump on his hand begins to grow, the life force he had just stole from his victim, 
rebuilding his own. 

“How do you think all those people died, Eva? In order to be reborn, I need something to 
subsist on.” 

The being now looks over to Ashmita, “And you will be next.” 

“But Joshua, I-—” 

Joshua slowly picks up Eva, her face now even paler then before. In the past they would have 
considered this kind of beauty only before death the one thing to look forward to at the end of one’s 
life. 

With only one arm, he cradles her head in his hands. 

“Goodbye.” 

“Rattlesnake-2 you have a clear shot.” 

Right behind him an interplanetary glider comes flying down, and before the being has a chance 
to even move, two missiles are shot at the train car. Ashmita takes a running leap off of the train car, 
and the entire thing gets blown to smithereens. Pieces of the old mechanical wonder flying in every 
direction, and a flaming plume bursting into the night sky. With a crash and a hard tumble, Ashmita 
rolls into the brush on the side of the tracks. Not far behind her hidden from sight are Olkonen, 
David, and Noriko, a bandage now covering her face. Olkonen runs over and helps up his longtime 
comrade. She coughs a little, her face and her hair are pretty singed, but she seems okay. 

“Ashy, you alright?” he says with concern in his voice. 

She coughs a little more, “Is that concern I hear in your voice Teppy? I think you might be going 
soft,” a smile appears on her face as she coughs some more. 

David is currently helping Noriko up, and all four are now watching the flaming wreckage of the 
train car. 

“Tt’s a shame Miss Schmidt didn’t make it,” David says with a solemn tone. 

Suddenly, something catches them all off guard. Something is crawling out of the wreckage! 

Feeling around but slowly moving towards them, is the head, torso, and right arm of Joshua. His 
skin slowly starting to peel away from his skeletal structure and the agonizing sound ofa slow death 
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accompanying the wretched sight. 

“Please...” he can barely speak. 

The four survivors continue to watch on, not really sure how to proceed, when Noriko begins to 
walk over to him. 

Under the moonlight, the two stared at each other for a brief moment. 

‘Tl help you out,” she says in a soft voice. 

The being who had once terrorized her, was now once again trying to smile. 

Quickly, Noriko produces the same scalpel she had used to take the sample ftom him and jams 
it firmly into the same eye he had taken from her. 

“Sonna...taihen deshita ne,” she says softly as she firmly lodges the blade farther and farther into 
his skull. 

Walking back towards the others, they watch the dying god finally pass on. 

Ashumita is the first to speak, “Well now, I didn’t think you had it in you.” 

Noriko smiles a pained smile, not breaking her gaze from the morbid bonfire as they all begin 
walking in the direction of the base. 

“So...” David starts, “does that mean we’re all a team now? Since, you know, this is probably 
gonna be called the SR incident.” 

Olkonen and Ashmita glance quickly at each other. 

“Only as long as Noriko here comes along, if had to deal with just you again I might ask the 
Rattlesnakes to blow me up too.” 

“Works for me!’ David chortles. 

The four have a laugh as a new chapter in their lives begin. 


—Back at the base 

“Yes, I understand Dear Leader, unfortunately it looks as though the specimen was destroyed, 
along with the young Schmidt girl.” 

The voice was coming from the colonel, and it’s recipient was a faceless entity with “SECULI - 
Encrypted” on the screen. 

“Was the godstone recovered?” a modulated voice questions. 

“We'll have another team sweep the area for it, on the bright side, we recovered a sample of the 
being before it was destroyed.” the colonel boasts loudly. 

“Excellent,” the voice returns. 
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VI. Only Tears Make A Blue Rose 
Bloom 


The dreaded call, I knew it was coming but I still cringed when the words left the chief’s mouth. 

“Go to cell 4.” 

“You know who’s in there right?” 

“Get going. I’m not going to repeat myself, it’s time.” 

Doesn’t make it any easier chief, you have no stake in all this. I guess he does, I just didn’t think 
this day would ever come. 

My job? “The Department of Demon Acquisition”. Doesn’t sound familiar? Well, it shouldn’t, 
because to the public we don’t technically exist, we’re the shadow behind the police that makes it 
seem like all of the incidents with demons can be handled the same ol’ traditional ways we do with 
humans. Naturally, that’s a big fat lie. 

When I was 13 years old, strange, unexplainable phenomena began to appear. “Portals” for the 
layman out there, and what came through those portals are what we call demons. I could sit here 
and try and throw technical jargon at you but nobody really gives a damn about what they call 
themselves when they’re tearing your loved ones apart or manipulating you without your consent. To 
any race or creed the only word that fits... Demon. 

The short and simple: these demons come in many different colors, many different shapes, and 
many different sizes. We don’t even know if they can die. I’ve never seen one keel over, but luckily 
they seem to be like an emotion amplified one thousand percent. At least they’re easy to read. 

Right over my head is the sign to the demon cells. There isn’t even anything on it because 
nobody goes in here, nobody but me. To my left the cells begin, and like the demons they hold, they 
vary in shape and size. 

Keeping on: This guy on my left? Dabolga, this red bastard exemplifies rage. Bet you couldn’t 
imagine that one right? He? She? They? Demon, birthed into this world like a fiery freight train with 
an everlasting combustion engine of hatred for anything that didn’t immediately disintegrate in front 
of it. With three eyes on each side and a mandible like a screwed up crocodile-elephant hybrid. If it 
wasn’t the grotesque appearance that got you, it was the ungodly yell. This one never shut the hell 
up. 

Oh right, I forgot. Why am I the only one doing these tasks? Because believe it or not I’m the 
only one who volunteered to work in the field for this department. 

When I was 13 years old, as I was saying earlier, I lost my whole family. Every single person I 
loved had fallen to a demon. I had no reason to live, but I wasn’t gonna join the military to kill, no 
that was too simple. They had to take orders and I had other ideas in mind. I wanted sweet 
revenge, I wanted to get even. All I wanted as I laid awake at night and relived that horror in my 
mind over and over again was to put away every one of those sick freaks myself: 
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And so I did. 

Dabolga, the undying fire of rage? His weak spot was he never thought about anything, he just 
rampaged forward. Eventually we were able to trick him into this enclosure we have here, and 
thank fully it’s sound proof. But not all demons are so easily defeated. Some of them stay with you 
for a long time. Rage is an easy emotion to dominate when you’re full of piss and vinegar. Others... 
others take their toll on you. 

As we near that wretched cell, a twinge I’ve felt so many times before pulls on my right wrist. 
Underneath the coat is a deep scar, a wound that never healed, a wound that could be reopened 
again. 

I hate looking at this cell... Maybe I should just turn around and leave, but as I turn around, an 
ever-so-small sound wafts in my direction. A giggle, a snicker maybe? How did she... 

Cell number 4 has one single window on the front of the door, and if it were up to me the whole 
damn thing would be cemented up and buried underground forever and never spoken of again. 
Door’s unlocked too, figures. If you imagined what heaven might look like it would be this cell. 
Everything from the floor to the walls to the simple little desk with a vase is white, or almost white, 
like a light cyan. My eyes take a moment to adjust from trying to focus on where to look. But I 
know where to look, because she never leaves that spot in the back of the room. 

Sitting in a chair staring right at me is my last demon. 

The only one that ever beat me. 

Azure. 

Still, after all these years, my heart jumps into my chest when I look at her. 

You might think to yourself, that her perfectly azure skin coupled with the angelic interior of the 
room means she’s cold. Biggest mistake I made too, because she is truly built from the fires of hell 
itself. A red-hot hook that will smk in deep. Long before you realize what’s even going on it will pull 
you into an undertow of tainted heartache. 

Every time I pass by her cell I can feel that smile of hers through the bars. Don’t even need to 
see it, I know it’s there and it makes me quiver. 

I missed it so much. 

‘I’ve missed you...” the words dripping out of her mouth like sappy venom. 

Once upon a time I could pinpoint what made a demon tick. Maybe it was a physical weakness, 
maybe a mental inability. My own introspection oftentimes was the key to figuring out how to 
conquer these unholy creatures. 

Azure was different. 

She never attacked anyone, she never took advantage of the situation to move further in our 
world. As a matter of fact, I was strolling through the business district when I saw her beautiful 
visage sitting at a table by herself. I double took, I triple took, I took way longer than I should have 
to figure out what to do. Not that it mattered anyway, one quick turn of her slender face and those 
eyes of platinum perfection had me finding any reason to make her company. It was all I could do 
not to gasp for breath. No thing on this earth could have created such a flawless creature. 

And she hasn’t aged a day. 

That pang, I still feel it no matter how much time has gone by. No matter how many people have 
been destroyed, the longing to see her never goes away. 

“Azure... I know—” 
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The words don’t even finish leaving my mouth before she shivers in delight. Dammit, lump in my 
throat, let's start again. One word in and I’m already stumbling all over myself: 

“Do you know how long I’ve been waiting to hear you call me that again?” 

“Well, you see...” I choke out before realizing I just said that out loud and not in my head. Big 
mistake. 

When I say that these creatures are demons, I mean despite having physical bodies they still 
exhibit traits and abilities that no one can explain. Azure “shimmers” I guess 1s the right word, when 
moving toward me like an unfinished animation missing pages in motion. Face to face for the first 
time in years and J still get that same feeling. 

“You know I love you. I always—” 

“Shut the hell up, you can’t still.” 

Without a word I turn around, see if the cold shoulder does anything. I have to stay strong. 

“Azure, I know you killed all those people.” 

Little wisps of her breath are dancing around my neck and shoulders. 

“You don’t really believe that, do you?” 

I want to believe, I have to believe, the scar on my wrist is staring back at me now judging my 
weakness. 

Azure lives here in this cell. She’s a free citizen, she can choose to live wherever she pleases. 
No crime has ever been put forth against her, I made sure of that. Despite putting many other 
demons away, we live with demons every day. Ones who seemingly commit no crimes, ones who 
have moved on from the initial incident as if nothing happened. 

As if nothing happened... 

She was there at the height of my glory. A newspaper would print a story of another crazy 
demon put away, and I’d run to that shop that she’d always be at. She’d be there reading it and 
ready to cheer me on. We’d sit down and the world would disappear. That thing I longed for so 
badly, to conquer these demons, my demons, the thing that consumed my life, all that seemed to 
disappear when she was there. I did it to talk to her, to see her smile, to know that I’d have 
someone waiting to hear from me, for me. 

In her eyes I could see that she knew it too. 

She waited every single time to hear those words leave my mouth, and like a goddamn idiot I 
never saw that. And when I finally did, I could never pull the trigger and tell her how much she 
meant to me because she was a demon, because I... Excuses, meaningless to try and make ‘em 
now. 

I let her go. 

And that’s when the random killings started happening. All the same way, the heart was gone 
and in its place a beautiful azure-colored rose. I'll never forget the scene and how everyone looked. 
The boys all knew, the looks on their faces of disgust, mouths covered in such a way as to say they 
knew the burden I’d now placed on the world. 

What do you do when you’ve made a mistake you can’t take back? 

We never figured out who it was because I never pursued the case. In my infinite masterful 
thinking, I tried to take the only way out I knew, the only way I thought that she might be free. How 
could I make her suffer anymore with my existence. I’m the only one that could put her away. But 
somehow I failed, the only thing that stopped me at the last moment was thinking of laying my head 
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on her knees and listening to her for once. The worst curse a coward could hear. How could I face 
her now after everything? The pain would never heal, but that’s life, right? 

The next demon I put away after, I saw her in cell 4, and she’s never left. 

For 15 years I could forget. Sometimes the thought would never cross my mind. IfI was lucky 
that would happen for long periods of time, I could even forget that she was in that cell. But every 
once in awhile I’d wake up and that feeling would well up in my chest. 

I never stopped to ask myself why it was that I was chasing, pushing, never sleeping or enjoying 
the moment. 

Who am I, really? 

Am I the one who works harder than everyone else or am I the one so afraid of stopping that I 
will do anything and everything to not stop. I will learn any skill, chase any demon, as long as it 
means I don't have to rouse that raw, painful fiber in my heart. How many people have I hurt along 
the way? Does the pain ever end? Or do I just find a way to embrace it and become that thing? 
Like her love in my heart, I ran away from it because I'm a bitter coward. Now I find myself staring 
at the one I love the most, but can she love me, can I let her love me? 

No, I'm worse than any darkness. I'm the mirror, the doppelganger. 

I've given up my own sense of self'to chase after the things that I think I want. Never ever letting 
my true self show because there hasn't been a true self, just an idealized one. Because my true self 
was torn away from me, and so I adopted the one that would let me survive. 

Is me taking her hand letting me move on from the past? Or am getting rid of the only real 
identity I had in favor of another idealized self? How much longer can I hold onto the past before I 
become blind to the future? Now here I am standing here in her place telling her to leave 15 years 
later. Is this what I would have come home to? This perfect little room with a nice little chair, and a 
vase with a budding blue rose. 

A blue rose... 

“Can you forgive me? For all the pain I’ve caused you?” 

The shimmer appears in front of me as if I had thought it into existence myself. Prancing through 
the light into reality once again. Her eyes move to the side and her lips purse. 

“Ofcourse, but you have to come with me and never look back. Your old life ends the moment 
you take my hand.” 

Oh great, now the waterworks are starting... It’s finally over. I’ve never gripped anything more 
quickly in my life. Please take me anywhere, as long as you’re there. 

One moment we’re in that tiny little room, and the next, the sound of crashing waves brings me 
into a new reality. 

Ah, I remember this beach! Warm sand, and only the ocean waves moving near our feet. Azure 
of course is perfectly dressed for the occasion. Demons are so lucky, they can be anything they 
want to be at any time. But then came the smile, the one I remember so fondly. Oh god that’s tt, 
that’s the one. The one that kept me up at night, the one I had for so long wanted to never see again. 

First the coat comes off. Why the hell does anyone wear this anyway? Strewn across the beach 
in whatever fashion I can manage to throw it farthest. As I attempt the greatest shot put stance ever 
attempted by mankind to launch my overly expensive shoes, my wrist comes into sight. 

Azure. 

There’s only one thing left to do. 
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For the last time I close the door behind me, and the outline disappears into the world as if it 
never existed in the first place. 
In its place was a blooming blue rose. 
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Vil. The Color of Life 


Our world is a dull gray. Everything is gray. 

An old man in a black suit overlooks the gray world. He shakes his head, sits down, and starts 
looking at gray things on his desk. The man makes sure no one is around, as he pulls open his 
bottom drawer, in an equally gray and colorless office. In the drawer is a picture of himself and a 
happy family in the jungle. His leathery, dark brown skin not far-off from the color of the frame. 

"It's my fault the world is so gray, and it haunts me," the man begins to reminisce. 


Many decades ago, the world was much brighter, and I found myself searching for my own 
wealth, fortune, and meaning. I traveled everywhere, through deserts, cities, and jungles. One day I 
found a man named Yiuwing, and my life would change forever. 

I almost mistook him for an anmal until I saw his dark hair and smile when I caught up with him. 

“Do you live here?” I asked him almost out of breath. 

“Yes, let me show you my home.” 

Yiuwing and his family lived modestly in the forest. He didn’t live on the ground, no, he lived on 
the branch ofa gigantic tree in the canopy. I was amazed at the girth of this tree, it was as tall as a 
skyscraper and just as wide. 

Surprisingly enough his home was relatively modern looking. He called out to his family, and his 
beautifull wife and two kids appeared and welcomed me with tremendous hospitality. This still 
bothers me to this day. 

They had the amenities of a normal family, but what set them apart, was what I found when he 
asked me in for dinner. 

As we all sat at the table, Yiuwing brought out a large goop of pink...something. I did not refuse 
it, but I was pretty terrified. I looked at everyone else at the table, but they looked so eager to eat it 
that surely it must have been good to eat? 

But then, Yuwing prayed, grabbed the pink goop, tore small pieces off and gave a piece to 
each of us. Right before our eyes it turned into a gorgeous meal. I thought I was high or dreaming. 

I took a bite and it was exactly what I thought it looked like. Being the curious type I was, I 
asked him how he made this? How it did this? What even is this stuff? And in his typical fashion, 
Yiuwing smiled and motioned for me to follow him. We traversed a short way from his home in the 
trees until he showed me a hole in one of the branches. He called it a "Leyline" from the tree of life. 

This tree had served him and his family for decades he said, and was one of, if not the last one 
left. Seemingly out of nothing it created this goop, and I knew instantly I had found what would 
make my fortune. 

I asked Yiuwing and his family if I could take some with me. Their fate was sealed. 

Over the years I would go back to Yiuwing’s hundreds of times. Always trading him things that 
he could never use to eat, things that he may have been able to use, but nothing that could ever 
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sustain him or his family. In the process, I was selling this revolutionary material to anyone and 
everyone. 

“Your imagination, is literally the limit,” I told prospective businessmen. 

And as time went on, he could give me less and less of the life goop, until one day I returned to 
Yiuwing’s for the final time. 

As | entered that particular part of the forest, I noticed the color of the trees continually had 
started to gray. By the time I got to what I thought was Yiuwing’s tree, the tree was still just as tall 
and thick, but was withering and dying. 

I raced up the ladder to Yuwing’s home, where I was faced with a decrepit-looking abode with 
withered gray vines overtaking the house. I saw someone had carved words into the ground near 
the hole of life. 

It simply said, “No More.” 

Fearing I was too late, I ran inside the house to see Yiuwing laying against a door, barely 
breathing, his family, strewn out in various areas of the house, all dead. Yiuwing looked at me and 
said, "Ah, my friend, you've returned one more time." 

Yiuwing had become frail and weak, but he still smiled, and told me that it had stopped 
providing. 

He looked like he hadn't eaten in a long time, was very somber, but happy that I showed up. It 
didn't hit me initially, but we had found a way to synthetically copy the goop for just about 
everything. Though it was never quite perfect and never was as pink. 

Horrified, I tried to give Yuwing some of the synthetic life force to eat, he refused. 

"Yiuwing, you have to come with me! We'll get you medical help and food!" 

He smiled and refused again, "No my friend, my family is gone, my time is coming soon, this is 
what I deserve for giving away our family's life source, I deserve this." 

"Remember my friend...it all returns to nothing." 

At that moment Yiuwing passed away, his eyes closing for the last time, and his body finally 
turning to gray. 
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VIII. To Mega Therion 


The halls of the building were pristine, like an abandoned hospital but kept spotless, lifeless. 
Small pockets of white lab coats would move in and out of the many halls of the facility, but they 
didn’t do anything to add life to the immaculate corridors of the building. However, on this day, a 
small group of equally busy lab coats were following a guide, sounds of wonder and amazement 
accompanying the monotone voice of the head lab coat leading the way. 

“On our right you’ll see what our many technicians and scientists are working on.” 

Though the woman leading the way finished her sentence, one of the many new herd of people, 
a small, black-haired woman, was completely uninterested. Well, not completely uninterested, Lily, 
as her cheap name tag said, was more interested in what was coming at the end of the tour, or at 
least, what she thought would be at the end of this cold, scientific ride. 

A few more twists and turns around various corners continued to show stereotypical scenes of 
science, full bodysuits and medical syringes. The group of onlookers eventually came to what 
looked like a cross between an operating theater and an acting theater. Five rows of elevated chairs 
in a semicircle around the room awaited the crowd. Separated by an abnormally thick glass pane, 
Lily and the other onlookers got seated and waited for further instruction. 

A couple of minutes in, Lily started to feel a weird vibration, but not a physical vibration. She 
looked around slowly to see if anyone else was shifting or feeling this weird vibe. Moments later the 
vibration turned into a murmur, and right as the presenter walked onto the stage on the other end of 
the large room, the vibrations and the murmur ended with a quick, windswept hush. 

“What was that?” Lily said to herself, clicking her fingers near her ears to make sure she was 
hearing alright. 

As Lily is trying to figure this out, the presenter, also ina spotless white lab getup, sets up their 
microphone. At this point the presenter is roughly 50 feet away from attendees. 

“Hello all, and welcome to the beginning presentation of your orientation here at the Duma 
Company Science and Research facility.” 

Lily finally starts to focus on the presenter’s words. 

“As you all saw on the tour here, we specialize in a number of groundbreaking studies 
throughout various scientific fields. But you all are here today because you were chosen for our 
biological development field and CAN... YOU...HEAR...ME?” 

Jolting back a little bit, Lily squints and grimaces her face in surprised fashion. She leans over to 
the man next to her. 

“Um, I’m sorry but did you just hear the presenter say “Can you hear me?’ In a loud, whisper- 
like voice” 

The man’s face looks confused, as ifhe thinks she’s joking and answers, “Umm no I don’t think 
so.” 

Slightly unnerved, Lily leans back in her seat again, now more worried her overexcitement might 
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be causing her to have a panic attack or something. She looks in her coat, a bottle of Xanax is 
looking back at her, but decides against using tt. 

“More importantly...” the presenter continued. 

“You all will be monitoring our latest test subjects in our newly created field of Evolutionary 
Recapitulation” 

The man sitting next to Lily, a man in his late 30’s, chuckles a bit and says, “Wait what?” 

Immediately her peer raises his hand and the presenter acknowledges that he has a question. In 
the middle of the new hires is a microphone for communication across the distance and glass. Tom, 
as his equally generic name tag says, walks over and speaks. 

“Hello, um, I have a question, are you talking about Recapitulation Theory? A debunked 
theory?” 

Lily is looking around at the audience again, scanning around to see if anyone else is responding 
the same way as her, but they all seem to have a transfixed look on either Tom or the presenter. 

Upon hearing this, the presenter communicates back 

“No, this is not science fiction, it is now science fact.” 

Tom goes and sits back down next to Lily, holding his head in his hand, his fingers in an L-shape 
to signify he’s either super pissed or mildly interested. 

Behind the presenter a projected image of Ernst Haeckel’s embryo drawings at various stages 
appears. This drawing in particular has come to encapsulate the idea of Recapitulation Theory. 

“Much like with Sigmund Freud’s early concepts in Psychology, Ernst Haeckel’s attempt to 
rationalize and further the work of Charles Darwin and Jean-Baptiste Lamarck was met with both 
awe and scrutiny. Eventually leading to the contemporary notion that it was in fact, just one more 
stepping-stone in the right direction of evolutionary science, albeit a not completely competent one.” 

For the first time during the presentation, the presenter shows emotion, with an excited smile 
coming over his face. 

“However, after years of trial and error, we have figured out this theory, and made it bear fruit!” 

In front of the stage, in between both the presenter and the audience, three blocks with glass 
tops appear. The glass is covered on the inside by gray curtains. 

“Behold!” the presenter says, as he waves his hand forward. 

Each of the curtains are pulled down inside the glass housings and four small children appear, 
one in the first box, one in the last box, and two in the middle box. 

Lily at this point ts confused, Whats so special about children? She thinks to herself, Zs this 
some kind of joke? 

Next to her Tom is giggling to himself, trying not to make it blatantly obvious that he is both 
angry that he’s wasted his time on this venture, but also at the idea that this presenter is serious. 
Eventually he can’t hold it in any longer and he begins to laugh out loud, a few of the other audience 
members chuckle and laugh with him. 

The presenter, completely unfazed, continues, “And here....are their parents” 

Behind him the picture is no longer projected, and three more glass enclosures appear. The first 
one reveals two gorillas, the second reveals two chickens, and the third reveals two frogs. 

Everyone immediately stops laughing, having now realized that they are no longer witnessing a 
scientific comedy routine. 

Tom, whose boisterous laugh has now concluded with his mouth ajar, says softly, “What in the 
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hell is this?” 

Lily is also equally as horrified, as are most of the audience. Before anyone has a chance to put 
the pieces together, the presenter does it for them. 

“These children were created from these animal parents. At Duma, we have created the world’s 
first completely recapitulated beings. You all were brought here from various scientific backgrounds, 
both dealing with animals and human beings, your subjects of observation will be these creatures, to 
observe if they will learn and grow as humans or if their genetic predecessor’s predispositions will 
expose themselves later.” 

The glass pane in front of the awe-struck patrons lifts and a set of stairs lifts up to them 

“Please, come meet the children,” the presenter beckons. 

Everyone walks down the steps single file and the glass on the children’s boxes drops as well. 
The behavioral and wildlife scientists immediately embrace the children, holding them and playing 
with them, whereas others stand at a distance in awe, gobsmacked at this seemingly scientific 
miracle. Lily, however, runs immediately up to the presenter, a larger man with thick rimmed glasses 
and a receding hairline, his movement fastidious. Despite his rotund appearance, his age is showing 
as well, his goatee not able to hide the excess skin of his neck. 

The larger man doesn’t have a name tag but seems to be ina jolly mood. Right as Lily is about 
to ask her question the man says, “Your name is Lily right? That’s a nice name.” 

“How did you know my name?” Lily responds. 

“Tt’s on your coat,” he responds back equally as jolly. 

Lily mentally face-palms at this obvious social blunder but snaps out of it again, and remembers 
what she was going to ask. 

“So, I’ve been meaning to ask... what was the incident that happened here six months ago 
where thirty-two people were killed?” 

Tom, who was goochie-gooing one of the children overhears and says, “I’m sorry, what did I 
just hear?” 

Immediately the man’s jolly nature transforms to disdain and his smile a frown. Not just any 
frown, a hardened, war-like frown, and his eyes shooting daggers at Lily. 

“Ts their any particular reason you came to ask me tha—AH, YOU CAN HEAR ME, 
WONDERFUL.” 

Lily freezes and kind of shakes her head, which causes the man mid-rant to notice that she has 
completely lost track of the conversation. 

“Miss, did you hear any of what I just said!?” he verbally lashes at her. 

Tom, now having been spectating this conversation, casually walks over and asks the two 
what’s going on. The man motions for Tom to walk away but Lily grabs his arm, “T think I might 
need something to eat, maybe my blood sugar is low or something, can you show me out?” 

Though he was mid-rant, the man notices the chance to completely change the subject and asks 
Tom if he’ ll follow the two towards the mess hall. It’s not as though Lily needs the help, but she’s 
just not sure what is going on and why this voice seems to appear out of nowhere. Tom 1s holding 
his arm around Lily ina fashion as to make sure she’s not going to fall if she passes out. As the trio 
are walking around a few corridors, Lily suddenly feels the vibrating sensation again, but this time, it 
is aimed at a wall. But this wall is no different than any other wall in the building. In fact there isn’t 
any door on either side or any lab or anything, it’s just a flat, unassuming wall. Lily motions to Tom 
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to let her rest on the wall for a second. 

Even though their guide is large in frame, he’s keeping a steady pace ahead of the two 
newcomers, which leads him to turn around every so often to see if they are still keeping up. Turning 
around to check again, as Lily touches the wall, the man, now mildly perturbed, stutters out to them. 

“Miss, are you feeling alright? Why did you stop?” 

“T just feel this weird vibration coming from this wall...” 

As if he’s seen a ghost, the man immediately turns back around and coldly replies, “We’re 
almost there, please keep up.” 

Tom holds Lily back up and the three wander away from the wall, eventually finding their way to 
the dining area. When one thinks of a facility of this caliber, they would assume that the eating area 
would be something like that ofa four- or five-star restaurant. Tom and Lily however, found out 
rather quickly that their local community colleges would give the Duma facility a run for its money. 

Tom, still assisting Lily through the food area tries to break the ice a little bit. 

“So, how did Duma get ahold of you to come in here?” 

Lily, feeling slightly less insane than earlier but now annoyed shoots back, “Hey look, I’m doing 
okay right now, you don’t have to hover over me.” 

“] just want to make sure you aren’t going to pass out,” Tom retorts, “you looked about ready 
to keel over.” 

Filling one section of her plate with what might be either coleslaw, green bean casserole, or 
both, Lily just kind of ignores Tom and heads over to where the presenter was sitting. 

The man’s jolly attitude and smile have returned, “So, are you feeling any better Miss Lily?” 

“T literally just sat down. ..Mister?” 

“Ah yes, I guess I never did introduce myself; I am Professor Robert Stanhope and I—” he can 
only get out before being interrupted. 

It’s now Lily’s turn to return the excited look, “So you’re Professor Stanhope? This is even 
better now that I have the man responsible. So, Professor, what caused the ‘accident’ that killed 32 
people here six months ago?” 

Professor Stanhope once again loses his smile, but doesn’t return to his hawkish demeanor, 
instead becoming inquisitive himself: 

“And may I ask what that means to you Miss Lily? Why is this so important to you?” 

“T knew that’s what you said!” Tom lets out before immediately realizing he just got excited 
about learning the death of 32 people. 

“We had an accident that killed many of our best staff here,” Professor Stanhope solemnly 
declares, “some of which were close colleagues that I had worked with for over 20 years. Forgive 
me for not addressing your question nicely.” 

Lily is somewhat assuaged but more curious, and now has another concern to address. 

“Professor, I have another question. When we were all situated in the theater seats did you by 
any chance loudly whisper over the PA system?” 

All of the blood drains from his face, going back to the way it was before when Lily looked at 
the wall. 

“Please tell me Miss Lily, did you hear any voices? Any voices at all? As if they were asking you 
questions?” 
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“Why yes I did! How did you know?” she looks perplexed but excited. 

The professor’s face looks incredibly sullen now, and he droops his face downward ina 
defeated fashion. 

“He’s still alive,” he muttered. 

Tom, who had gotten a very mediocre chicken sandwich from catering while the two were 
talking, was just about to take a bite when he asked, “Who was still alive?”’. 

“We cannot talk about this here, I shouldn’t be talking about this with you two at all, but if he’s 
mind-Inked with you already, it’s best that you know now.” 

Professor Stanhope gets up from the table and motions for the two to follow him. Lily gets up 
immediately and follows while Tom looking longingly at his sandwich - which he only gets one bite 
of before throwing away — gets up and follows the other two. The three enter into one of the 
elevators, which, much like the walls of the place, is pristine. 

“So what floor are we going to Professor?” Tom says, still longingly chewing on his one bite of 
lunch. 

Professor Stanhope pulls out a key and inserts it into the elevator, and a robotic voice answers. 

“Stanhope, Robert — Classified Military — Floor 13.” 

Both Lily and Tom give the professor a look of amazement when they hear the “Classified 
Military” comment, but Stanhope continues to look straight ahead. As the elevator raises, Lily hears 
the murmur start to come back, but as they reach the 13" floor, the murmur immediately goes away. 
When the elevator door opens, two armed guards are immediately at the ready. They look at the 
two scientists behind Professor Stanhope, then look at Stanhope and move to the side and salute, 
Stanhope salutes back, and he walks forward. 

“Welcome, Stanhope, Robert,” a mechanical voice chirps. 

This new area is completely different than that of the scientific facility. Wood offices, potted 
plants, the complete opposite of the cold facility. Almost as if signs of life existed here...once. 
Stanhope walks right to the back and near an office door that says “Stanhope” with the “Stan” part 
crossed out and a “No” written right above it. Stanhope’s office is one part Dr, Jekyll, where 
everything appears pristine and orderly, and one part Mr. Hyde, where a bottle of whiskey is sitting 
on his desk. On his board behind the desk are thousands of papers written on, ripped up, pictures 
of an alien with a “WTF??!!” written in big, black, permanent marker next to it, and “Ts this the 
second coming?” written next to another piece of paper and circled. Lily and Tom sit down in the 
two wooden chairs on the other side of the desk, while Stanhope walks over and stares forward at 
the board of pictures and papers, his back to the two. 

The two who had entered this place for completely different reasons this morning, look at each 
other, they feel like they are back in school, as if they are sitting in the principal’s office and don’t 
know what to say or how to react. Lily decides she is going to clear her throat and maybe say 
something, when the professor, unprompted, yells out “Fuck!” very loudly, but not actually moving 
or changing his position. Lily and Tom immediately rear back in reaction to the outburst. Lily decides 
to try again and clear her throat, the anticipation in the room being almost unbearable. 

“When I was first contracted by Duma, I was a young scientist, looking to make my mark on 
the world.” 

Lily looks at Tom and just kind of shrugs while Stanhope continues. 

“Under Duma, I worked in a number of different programs, some relating to bioterrorism, some 
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dealing strictly with disease, but my favorite was cloning, ah yes, cloning.” 

Stanhope takes a big swig of the whiskey, still not facing either Tom or Lily. 

“Tn this program I found the love of my life, Patricia, and after awhile, work was no longer 
work, but a date, a date every time we donned a protective suit.” 

Tom smirks a little bit and rolls his eyes. Lily though is still intently listening. 

“At one point, I found the Recapitulation Theory and became transfixed on tt, I said to myself, 
“What about this theory failed? What were they all doing wrong?’ It became my goal to try and 
continue on the path that had long been abandoned.” 

“One night while I was thinking about it, it dawned on me.” The professor’s arm immediately 
moves to one of the boards. A picture of a medieval person working with some kind of material is 
shown. 

“Tt occurred to me that Recapitulation Theory was like finding the philosopher’s stone, and then 
it clicked. By introducing new elements and manipulating others of the embryo early on, we can 
completely change the organism altogether, we can make it anything! So I went to the higher-ups at 
Duma, and was able to procure funding for this project. With the help of my partner Patricia, and 
some of our closest colleagues, a new branch of scientific research was created, and we became 
genetic alchemists.” 

Tom, finding the courage to chime in but not confront the professor, looks over at Lily and says, 
“TI don’t quite get why they did this? What are the applications?” 

Also trying to keep quiet, Lily answers, “Because this meant that they could test on human 
subjects that weren’t originally human, no more ‘truly’ human guinea pigs.” 

For the first time in his monologue, the professor turns around very slowly and looks at Lily, 
“Exactly” he says, before then returning to the board. 

“Tn only a few years time, we were able to manipulate the embryos of forming animals and 
create the basis for both hybrid creatures, and even fully- functioning human beings, provided that we 
introduced the right chemicals into the body, primarily the brain, at the right time. Some of the prime 
chemicals being Dimethyltryptomine, Psilocybin, and Psilocin. These mind-altering and expanding 
chemicals would cause many effects on the embryo depending on the dosage, to the point where 
expansion and manipulation of cerebral capacity was incredible, giving us the ability to morph the 
embryos into any way we saw fit. Which lead to my greatest triumph, and my biggest folly...” 

“This has to do with the things I’m hearing right?” Lily asks. 

Stanhope looks back at her in an identical motion to earlier, takes a swig of the bottle again, 
returns back to his position, and points at one more point on the board, the alien. Tom is now 
perplexed but still smirking. 

“Surely this can’t be real? Aliens? Really?” He says to himself: 

“Even though Duma was overjoyed with our success, I still wanted to know more. Tom, you 
scoffed at the notion of the Recapitulation Theory earlier, so surely you must know its tenants?” 

Tom loses the smile and stammers a bit now being put on the spot, “Uh, yea basically that all 
vertebrates grow the same way because they all came from a common ancestor and—” 

“Yes,” Stanhope says jumping in front of Tom, “and I wanted to go further.” 

“The embryos represent the last stage of evolution from the last primitive common ancestor, but 
what if there was a missing piece that let us push past that? A superior being using humanity as the 
common ancestor this time? If we can manipulate the embryos into any of the common ancestors 
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before and have them evolve into that creature, is it not possible that there is a being greater than us 
hidden in there? I wanted to birth it, birth the next evolution of humanity, the ultimate being.” 

Tom blinks a few times and cocks his head to the side, thinking again for the third or fourth time 
today ifhe had heard what he had actually heard. Lily compliments this look by having a wide-eyed 
stare at Stanhope as he pomted at the final thing on the board, the circled words, “Is this the second 
coming?” 

The professor takes one final swig of the whiskey before throwing the bottle down in disgust. 
He coughs a little bit, wipes his mouth on the arm of his lab coat and regaled them with the story of 
the incident. 


“Patricia and I wanted to have a child, and in my greed, in my avarice, in my ultimate sin, I 
wanted our child to be the subject of what would be our final research project together.” 

Stanhope’s voice has started to choke up, though still coherent, he is trying to keep it together. 

“We extracted Patricia’s embryo, our son, from her womb, and started the test February 13". 
in the basement facility.” 

Lily takes a moment to remember that she never saw anywhere in the building talking about a 
basement and immediately connects the dots. That's what the accident was about! 

Tom, not too far behind says, “Wait a minute, are you going to tell me, that a fetus killed 32 
people? Are you serious?” 

Stanhope completely ignores Tom and continues, “In the event that our child did not pull 
through, Patricia and I decided to name him Adam, after the first man, corny yes, but I felt, well... 
maybe... We both felt, that it was fitting of the situation.” 

“We started the procedure, but instead of introducing the standard amount of chemicals, I 
decided to inch the dosage up as much as I physically thought was possible and begin moving into 
areas we had not yet explored. Eventually, Adam began to squirm, which is not too unheard of for 
any of the embryos as they begin transformation, but as we moved forward, he stopped moving.” 

Stanhope wipes his eyes with his hand now, the sound ofa clogged nose now accompanied his 
speech. 

“Patricia started to cry but I urged her to stay put, though my own emotions were flaring up as 
well, I decided to try for one more dosage of the chemicals, and Adam seemed to move again, but 
then, he began to move radically, as ifhe was being squished or moved by a thousand unseen hands, 
and then, right before our eyes, he began to lift the entire stand he was on, almost like he was 
pulsating so quickly he was levitating. 

“Everyone on staff was mesmerized, we had never seen anything like this in our lives, but just as 
it was beginning, Adam, just....he just vanished, slipped right out of existence! The stand dropped 
back down but nothing was broken, he just seemed to disappear.” 

Lily now has her hand over her mouth and Tom is just as much sad for Stanhope as he is 
perplexed by the notion of what he’s actually hearing. 

“Five minutes later, the gel of the enclosure starts to pulsate, but doesn’t shake the enclosure or 
make any kind of movement. I don’t even notice at first until one of our colleagues runs up to me 
and Patricia and points it out. Then in one blinding ball of light, a small being emerges into the gel 
and grows rapidly, quickly shattering it. 

“No words exist in the human language for how I felt at that particular moment. This creature 
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looked like a human baby in the fetal position floating in midair, but where it was different was its 
incredibly large head. It had to have been larger than its body, and two eyes that were easily the 
width of its face. I’m not even sure it had eyelids or could blink as it never blinked, but its pupils 
moved, seemingly to each and every one of the scientists and technicians in the room. 

“We were alla portrait in a painting, no one moved, and no sound could be heard, a moment 
transfixed in time. I broke the silence, ‘Adam, can you hear me? I’m your father. Can you speak?’ 
he was looking at someone else but his eyes immediately shifted to me when I talked to him. 

“°Can you hear me?’ Adam said to me, but his mouth didn’t move, and I felt like he was right in 
front of my face when he said it, my god, he can use telepathy, | thought to myself: I looked 
around at the others and asked if they had heard him as well, they said yes, I looked back at Adam. 
His deep black pupils still staring at me in a manner that felt so unnerving. 

‘°What happened to you Adam? Where did you go?’ I said, still shell-shocked from the entire 
experience. 

“Adam stared at me for what seemed like forever before he answered, ‘My name is not Adam, 
it’s $#&*.’ Adam’s ‘name’ was in some kind of broken language that can only exist in your mind, 
no human mouth could make this sound. 

‘° Adam I said, ‘I can’t say that name, I named you, I’m your father.’ 

“Adam looked at Patricia, then back to me, then scanned the surroundings of the room, almost 
as ifhe was thinking about something. 

‘“°T have no creators, I’m the chosen one, the white ones chose me.’ 

“Adam what are you talking about?” 

“Again Adam looked at everyone in the room before coming back to me, his huge eyes so 
unsettling that I couldn’t even look at them. Despite how large his pupils were, Adam’s eyes had no 
color, they were blacker than any mystical abyss. 

“Adam then began to recount what happened, ‘When I left here, I was transported, across a 
vast array of light, but I never actually moved from this spot, the colors faded to gray around the 
light.” 

“These small creatures of light appeared around every one of you, they were like elves, white 
beings with only large eyes and mouths of black, no discernible features. They told me, that I was 
the only one who was capable of understanding it all, that I was the perfect vessel.’ 

“One of the chemicals, Dimethyltryptamine, is said to induce a hallucinogenic experience. We 
found in our research, that a common occurrence among most were the appearance of these strange 
sentient creatures that interacted with the subject. However, these trips are short because of the 
dosage, I guess we know why now. 

“Adam, what did they tell you? What are you able to understand now?” I said, sweat dripping 
down my face. 

““T am god,’ he said. 

“Everyone in the room heard this, I know they did. Up to this point I was afraid that I had lost 
our only son forever, now I was afraid for every single person in that room, because I had created a 
monster. 

“Tt was at that exact moment that I unknowingly made the second biggest mistake of my life. 
Because on top of Adam being able to speak with us via telepathy, unbeknown to me, he could also 
read our minds. 
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“As soon as the thought crossed my mind, Adam’s pupils got a little smaller, like when people 
realize they are in danger, a manic realization that only your eyes can emote. 

“Knowing we were all in grave danger, I immediately yell to the crew to abort the experiment 
and initiate the kill procedure. As I’m looking back and forth at the various commands, I’m 
immediately splashed with this really hot liquid. 

“T touch my face, and look at fresh blood oozing off my fingers. I look over, and one of our 
technicians, or at least what’s left of him, is suspended in midair, having been torn in half and 
eviscerated, Adam’s gaze on his exact position. 

“Patricia screams, ‘Adam why!?’ Adam immediately lifts her off the ground and begins to choke 
her. Screw procedure at this point, I look around and find the biggest blunt object I can and make a 
dash for Adam, to which Adam immediately switches his gaze and mentally grips onto me. 

“By the way, to be physically restramed on every inch of your body like that is a feeling that is 
almost unreal, as every inch of you has been gripped so tightly that you’re numb. 

“The only reason I survived, I’m sure of it, was the fact that when Adam threw me, he 
unknowingly threw me near the elevator to the basement, that wall you felt vibrations from? That 
used to be the entrance to the basement, which has since been blocked off and knowingly erased 
from every inch of the facility. 

“As I pushed the elevator door to go back up, the last thing I saw, was Adam lifting Patricia up, 
and ripping her ito multiple pieces. 

“T must have blacked out on the way back up because once I got to the higher levels, I awoke 
to the sounds of people yelling and moving me and asking me questions, all I could muster out was, 
‘My son killed everyone.” 

Lily gets up and immediately goes up to the professor. 

“‘1’m sorry Robert, I had no idea that you lost so much in that accident.” 

Wiping both of his eyes, Stanhope mutters some kind ofa thank you before trying to regain his 
composure a little bit. Tom is now sitting with a concerned look on his face. Stanhope looks at him 
and without even asking, knows what Tom is thinking about. Tom kind of shakes his head, looks 
over in another direction with a dejected look, then shakes his head again and gets up. 

“Robert? Is it okay if I call you Robert? So, how the hell is this thing still alive? It’s been six 
months, surely you must have thought of that? Also, if the military knows about this, or hell even just 
Duma, why haven’t they gone down there already and just killed it?” 

The professor smirks and bobs his head, “To be honest with you...” he starts, “I have no idea 
how he’s survived this long. At the end of the day he’s still human, he needs nutrients to eat, I had 
hoped he would just rot down there.” 

Stanhope looks right into Tom’s eyes when he answers the second part of the question. 

“How many people, with guns, do you think he could kill before they got him? He killed thirty- 
two people as if they were ants. I told them casualties would be high as is, but more importantly, if 
the press ever found out what actually happened...” the professor nods his head toward Lily, “well, 
lets just say Duma decided that discretion was the better part of valor.” 

Lily grabs Stanhope by the shoulders and sternly returns the gesture. 

“We have to go down there Robert, everyone in this facility is in grave danger if he ever makes it 
out of there.” 

Stanhope chuckles in her face a little, then pushes past her and towards the door. He puts his 
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hand on the door and stares again at the “No hope” on the opposite side of his door, before 
spiraling into a small fit of crying. 

A hand touches Stanhope once again on the shoulder, “Robert, we have to do something about 
this, for Patricia...and Adam.” 

Stanhope grabs the hand and looks back to see Lily and Tom standing over him, the light of the 
room breaking through around them as if they were angels sent specifically to him. 

“Okay,” Stanhope says, slowly lurching to an upright stance, “this is where it ends.” 


The doors to the makeshift armory swing open, and the three person team stands in the 
doorway as the dust flares up and settles around them. 

“This place hasn’t seen action in awhile has it?” Tom blurts out between choking fits of dust. 

“We haven’t ever had to use it, until now,” Stanhope says walking past the AK47’s and M16’s 
attached to the tiny walls of the armory. 

As Tom walks up to a shotgun resembling a SPAS-12 pump shotgun, Lily looks around at the 
munitions as if they are alien technology. Tom throws a pistol at Lily, almost hitting her square in the 
chest, were it not for her scurried reaction. 

“Heads up!” 

Lily puts the gun on the table next to her, “I’m nervous around guns.” 

While the two are bantering, Professor Stanhope walks up with a syringe of evergreen- looking 
liquid inside. 

The professor caps the syringe, and shows it to the other two, “No god or man can survive a 
direct shot of this, I’m going to try and get close to Adam and end this amicably, and if not...” Tom 
finishes loading his belt and pumps his shotgun. 

Lily repeats what she said to Stanhope and he nods his head in agreement. The three walk up to 
the two guards at the beginning of the elevator. 

“Boys,” Stanhope salutes, “I need you to close off the hallways to corridors 4-C and 5-C.” 

The two salute and follow the would-be heroes into the elevator. From the moment the elevator 
leaves the thirteenth floor, the vibrations begin again, this time stronger than they ever had before. 
Lily begins to sweat a little bit, clenching her hands together and looking overly nervous while the 
others inside look ready to battle. 

“Are you coming to see me?” A familiar voice pops into Lily’s head. 

Can I talk back to him? She asks herself, “Uh can you hear me? Can you hear my thoughts?” 

“T can hear you just fine,” the familiar voice says, “I’m excited to finally see you.” 

A hand grabs Lily by the arm, startling her and breaking her train of thought. It was Stanhope. 

“Do not let him get to you, don’t believe anything that he says, he can do things with his mind 
that we have no idea about.” 

Lily nods approvingly and goes back to standing resolute. With the hallways now blocked off 
Tom, Lily, and Stanhope walked up to the wall where it all began. From his lab coat pocket 
Stanhope produces a device which looks like a remote. He inputs the code “Patricia” and the white 
wall slowly lurches forward, producing a pressurization effect of steam gushing out. 

The elevator is covered in tape and various warning markings, with the words “ADAM” and 
“999” written boldly overtop of everything. Tom rips off the warning labels and tape and Stanhope 
presses another code into the console of the elevator, another gigantic reminder of his failure. Tom 
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and Stanhope walk into the elevator, but Lily is trepidatious. 

“IT don’t know if I can do this guys, I’ve never had to deal with anything like this before in my 
life.” 

Stanhope reaches out his hand, and just as he’s about to speak, Adam simultaneous repeats the 
same thing. 

“Everything will be okay,” father and son repeat to Lily. 

“All right, lets do this!” Lily grabs a Xanax from her lab coat pocket, gulps it down, and joins 
the other two in the elevator. 

Band of light after light courses through the elevator as the pod descends deeper into the 
basement of the Duma facility. 

Tom, who had up to this point been a willing accomplice to all of this, breaks the tension a little 
bit. 

“T just want to let you both know,” he says with a smirk, “that after we kill this thing, I am going 
to get a job working fast food or something, I really don’t need the money this bad.” 

He laughs a little more and Stanhope looks over at him, then over at Lily, then back to the front. 
A blinding light engulfs the opening to the elevator causing Tom and Lily to raise their arms to block 
the light, but Stanhope stares right into it and pushes the button signaling the door to open. What 
awaits the trio could only be described as a scene of the most beautiful providence. An area that 
was once littered with bodies is now as pristinely white as the walls they had just come from. Tom 
and Lily look around in awe of the place. 

Its so serene, Lily thinks, awestruck by the overwhelmmng feeling of calmness. 

“Tt’s beautiful isn’t it?” the familiar voice now says to each person. 

Standing before the trio is a majestic creature who looks as though Michaelangelo’s David was 
sculpted in his mage. Curly blond hair and piercing blue eyes, Adam walks forward ever so slowly, 
his every movement accented by a slightly faded light that surrounds him. If god existed, Adam was 
his majestic avatar finally showing himself to the world. 

“Ho-ly shit,” Tom says with an open-mouthed guffaw. 

Slowly, effortlessly, Adam walks past Tom and his father and up to Lily. 

“You are the one I found? Your beauty is unlike anything I have ever seen before, surely you are 
the gift from heaven, and not I.” 

Lily’s heart begins to pound in her chest. Even though she doesn’t have to actually speak, her 
heart is pounding in her throat. It also doesn’t help her in the least that Adam is completely nude, on 
top of being stunning in appearance. 

“Adam, you know why we’re here,” Stanhope cuts the flirting short. 

Adam slightly arches his neck, and turns toward his father. 

“Ahh yes, Father, you’ve come to end my life, to make up for your own mistake for trying to kill 
me. Is that just?” 

Despite the fact Adam is speaking to them in their minds, his voice sounds as though it has 
biblical trumpets behind it, a deepened tone, as if to signify that he is a higher being. 

Stanhope’s signature scowl is now on his face, staring down this Adonis ofa creature who 
moves towards him. 

“Youre not a god, you’re a miserable failure of an experiment, I knew from the moment you 
became this that your mind was beyond rehabilitation, you killed all those people, you killed your 
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mother 

Adam, a solid 6 foot 5 inches tall, is now staring down at his 5 foot 8 inch father. 

“And how will you kill me?” Adam says with a playful reluctance. 

Stanhope outstretches his arm, and in the palm of his hand the evergreen syringe that would seal 
his fate. 

“T love you Adam, please, do this peacefully.” 

Adam looks down at the syringe, then back at his father’s face, a look of hopefulness in his 
sullen facade. 

“An admirable request,” then suddenly without warning, Stanhope is lifted off the ground, the 
sounds ofa closing throat echoing through the area, “but a forlorn attempt nonetheless.” 

Springing into action, Tom grabs his pump shotgun and fires offa few rounds. Right as they are 
about to hit Adam in the back, the bullets stop and crumple, suspended in the air. Adam immediately 
looks around to Tom and lifts him into the air a few feet then launches him across the room, 
slamming him back-first into a partition. Lily looks on in horror, both hands on her mouth not trying 
to make a sound, as Adam fixes his gaze back onto his father. 

With his last bits of strength, Stanhope tries to slam the syringe into Adam. 

“Haha a small-minded fool to the very end.” 

Adam breaks the arm holding the syringe in three different places, causing Stanhope to throw 
the syringe and cry out in pain. 

“Goodbye Father, hopefully death can bring you peace.” 

Stanhope looks at Lily one final time, before his head is crushed by unseen mental powers, 
causing his blood to spurt all over Adam’s smiling face. 

Shrunk down in place, Lily is contemplating her life’s choices up to this pomt. 

Oh my god, what am I going to do? What did I do to deserve this? Why me? Why didnt I 
become a linguist or something? 

Adam puts his fingers to his forehead and wipes off the blood of his father. He stares at them for 
a minute, then sticks out his tongue and licks them, sensually, playing up the murder he had just 
committed. 

Then, he turns his gaze back to Lily, who audibly gasps when they connect eyes, “Lily, sweet 
Lily, what are you afraid of?” 

Lily starts to move backwards with every forward step that Adam takes towards her. 

“Come on Lily, I won’t hurt you, stay with me! I could make you a goddess,” their macabre 
dance of predator and prey continuing. 

“Lily, I can see your thoughts, I’m perfect, you know I am, no matter how afraid of me you are, 
there is a part of you that can’t deny me.” 

As Lily is backing up, her hand glosses over the syringe, and instinctually grabs it. Unfortunately, 
Lily is now cornered. Adam is now less than five feet from Lily and moving ever so closer. 

“Lily, are you really going to try and kill me?” 

Just before he can move any more, Tom leans up against the wall he was slammed against and 
yells out, “Hey Adam, see you in hell,” and fires off three shots. Some bullets go right to Adam and 
meet the same fate as before. However, right above Lily is a pressurized steam valve, which the 
other two shots tear into, causing a super-heated stream of steam to pour out right onto Adam’s 
face. Knowing this is her only shot, Lily moves in and stabs Adam with the syringe as he is trying to 
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mentally protect himself from the steam. 

“NO, STOP, ARGHH AHHHHHHH,”’ Adam’s mouth is wide open, but no sound can be 
heard other than his mental anguish. 

Immediately the entire area starts to change, the white areas begin to fade and blur to a 
darkened gray and black, morphing from a heavenly utopia to a disturbing lab with black 
backgrounds and gray panels. What they were now seeing was the scene that so many had fallen in, 
an aberrant landscape of various decayed body parts strewn around the lab. The biggest 
transformation came from Adam, writhing in agony as his mind had to decide whether to keep up 
the facade or try and fight the poison. 

His once beautiful body became a grotesque spectacle beyond human comprehension. Adam 
had taken body parts from the various people that he had killed, and in Frankenstein fashion, 
merged them around his fetus body and large brain. The true Adam was a disgusting abomination, 
whose slow elegant walks were actually his inability to control his repulsive body. 

Lily runs over to Tom to check and see if he’s okay. His back is in bad shape, but he’s not 
mortally wounded. She leans him up over her shoulder and starts to move him towards the exit. 

“Lily...please...don’t leave me...I don’t want to die alone,” Adam cries out in pain. 

Without even blinking, Lily walks over and cocks the shotgun, and fires offa round. Adam tries 
vainly to stop the slug, but it enters his gigantic brain, and finally puts him out of his misery. 

Lily picks Tom back up and they head into the elevator one last time. 


On this day, every year since the second accident, two individuals always show up to the Ross 
county cemetery and leave flowers. 

The grave is a large white stone engraved with the names of Professor Robert Stanhope, his 
wife Patricia. 

And their son, Adam. 
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IX. Hiln County 


Every year, Hiln County would have their survival race, as the advertisement went: 


The race to see who gets first place! 
If you keep a good pace, you wont be a disgrace! 
Dont save face, be the ace, at the Hiln County annual race! 


It was always held on Fourth of July weekend. People from all over would gather in 
Independence Park and be doing the normal, American, cooking of hamburgers, lighting off of 
fireworks, and being generally patriotic. How I miss the smell of those juicy brats grilled and stuffed 
into honey-baked buns. The race started out as an activity to get everyone in this small county in the 
middle of America involved in something fun, but it became so much bigger. 

To get out, there were five different exits one could go through, and for five days officials would 
take shifts at each one of the exits to see who made it through and recorded what their time was. 
This kinda made it seem like Fourth of July lasted a whole week. People were always so excited to 
take part in it, they’d even set up their own pomts along the way to lookout and do play-by-play. It 
got so popular that promment shows on TV would come by and do their typical Hollywood thing in 
front of us normal folk. We never cared, but we were proud. Who wouldn’t be? 

And of course, the ultimate prize, was money, more than some of us in this homely little piece of 
the country made in a year. Those were the good times, before things started to fall apart. 

One year ago today actually as I sit here. 

Today ts the first day of the race, and I recall all this to keep myself sane while staying on guard 
duty. 

Sometimes what you think is a blessing in disgutse, is just in disguise. Hiln County got shielded 
from the outside, but we heard it, apparently hundreds of miles away, but we heard it. Danny’s 
Diner used to have a little TV sitting in the corner and we’d hear the news. After the event Danny 
never turned it back on. The smiling faces of our little slice of Americana became like mannequins, 
as if an ultimate taboo had been performed and the Sword of Damocles would come down on 
whoever spoke of it aloud. 

But things were okay! At least for awhile, we all went about our business as best as possible. 
The more that time went on though, the more it became harder and harder to ignore the glaring 
elephant in the room. Food trucks started showing up later, and later, and then some stopped 
showing up at all. The mail also started to drag to a crawl. Sometimes we would get mail that had 
been postmarked months prior. As much as we all wanted to speak of what it was that was causing 
this, we knew the moment it left our lips, our beloved Hiln County would get swept up in what was 
causing it. Eventually we had no choice. 

One day, at one of the bigger checkpoints on the border, a police officer pulled over a truck 
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coming into the county. At this point, despite the townspeople’s superstition, the powers that be had 
police sitting at the five points of entry, and anyone who wasn’t recognized or had a different state 
license plate, or even if the officer just felt like it, would be pulled over and inspected. Inside was a 
man and his family, and the horror of the outside world. The man looked so different from what we 
would call human that calling him an alien or a ghoul would be more accurate. As I recollect, when 
the officer pulled him over, and the man stepped out, he was so horrified by what he saw that he 
began shaking, and immediately radioed for help. This didn’t even phase the man he was talking to. 

“Oh my sweet lord in heaven, what are you?” 

“A survivor,” the man coldly rebutted. 

The man’s skin had been unnaturally leathered, as ifhe was stuck in a microwave and left there 
too long. He had one good eye and one that looked to be blinded, glazed over but still somewhat 
working, and the hair on his head resembled an old toy doll that had seen the other side of some 
playful dogs’ mouths. When the officer told him to raise his hands to check him for weapons, the 
skin sagged and moved unnaturally, clinging on but not really alive, one hand in particular was very 
literally nothing but skin wrapped around bone and muscle. 

Our little county’s innocence was finally lost that day. 

The mayor, Thompson Dayton, held a town hall that night, bringing the man up on stage to talk 
about what he’d seen, what he’d become. Everyone in town gathered round. I was there, I pushed 
my way to as much of the front of the crowd as I could. We all wanted to see the outsider and hear 
what he had to say. I almost felt bad for him, he could see it in all of our eyes. We didn’t look at him 
like a person, he was more like a sideshow freak. 

I could hear it in my head now. 

Come one, come all, and witness this horrifying sight from the outside world! Remember 
those old wives’ tales? Well, they were right! See the man that Rapture forgot! 

Eventually, the mayor got everyone settled down, and the man raised his hands. With a power 
like that ofa ghoulish messiah, we all immediately zipped our lips. 

“T’m sorry everyone, but the world, our world, is over.” 

I could feel my pulse get faster and my chest tighten. It was just like we all feared. His words 
were like somber venom, reliving the mghtmare for all of us. Every time he would get to something 
or someone he cared about, his voice would get even more choked up, but like a log that had 
turned to cinders from a horrible fire, only the will to survive truly remained. What horrified us the 
most, was not the way the world had ended, but the future that was now setting itself up to take 
place here. 

‘Td like to take refuge here, with my family, but you’ll be next, and I don’t want to be around 
when that happens.” 

Everyone was confused by these words. What was he talking about? I couldn’t hold myself 
back at that point, and threw a question at him. 

“What do you mean? ‘We’ll be next?’” I said, my shaking hands cupped around my mouth. 

His one good eye looked right at me, then he looked at the mayor. Then he seemed to take 
stock of all of us, as if surveying a flock of anmals. 

“Not all those that survived will just come quietly into this place. I might be the first, but more 
will come. You’re smart for having police at the border, but when the gangs come, and find this 
place, they will rape and pillage everything, and anything they haven’t killed or looted they will burn 
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to the ground.” 

An eerie quiet followed those words, a deafening silence. Even the crickets had nothing to 
contribute. What he was saying didn’t register with us. We lived in this Podunk town where 
everyone knew everyone, and if someone had an apple pie cooking half the road would come walk 
by just on a social call. We’re supposed to believe that right outside of our home, was a hellscape 
of unimaginable horror? Waiting to pounce on us like a wee babe in a den of wolves? 

Obviously I wasn’t the only one to think this either, a few more people hurled questions his way 
as if that would change his disposition. But it was impossible to truly deny what he was saying. You 
couldn’t deny what was literally on his face. 

The next day, we helped load up his truck with supplies and sent him on his way. I'll never 
forget watching the truck drive away and looking into the mirror seeing him crying, knowing what 
we all still couldn’t accept. 

And he was right. 

Not long after the strange man came through, just like he said, more refugees started to come. I 
remember driving toward the market when I saw a large group of people around the mayor’s house. 
That feeling you get, that nauseating fight-or-flight instinct kicked in and I ran towards the the 
onlookers. Blood was pooling on the ground around some people’s feet and the sickening thud and 
echo ofa fist meeting something hollow was pushing its way into the air. 

Forcing my way through the crowd, I saw who was on the receiving end of the strikes. It was 
the mayor. 

“Please—” thud, “It’s not—” whack, “my fault!” 

The man doling out the punishment was Travis Pendleton. Every town has a Travis, which one 
might colloquially refer to as “rat bastard.” Not the lowest of the low, but his head was always in the 
wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people. There might be a good person somewhere in 
that chew-stained wifebeater-wearing idiot, but nobody’s ever found it. 

Before his fist could find the mayor’s face again, I stopped it mid-collision, sincere rage dripping 
out of the sides of Travis’s mouth. 

“You let in those outsiders! I had some copper wire and aluminum sitting out in my yard and 
now they’re gone!” 

Mayor Dayton immediately started to crawl away, but Travis didn’t seem done. I however, 
stepped in his path again. The rage in his eyes now shifted to me. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t afraid 
of ending up like the mayor, but I was in too deep at that point. 

“And what are you gonna do, huh? You gonna stick up for this pansy-ass mayor?” 

I cleared my throat. 

“Travis, we both know you're so high half the time that you don’t know where half the crap you 
have is anyway, and second, the refugees ain’t nowhere near your shack at the base of the 
mountain, they’re all near city hall. Do I know what happened to your stuff? Nope, I just got here, 
but you don’t either, and until you do, you probably ought to just calm down before the cops get 
here.” 

Heaving and hulking, Travis started to come down a little off of his antagonistic high, probably 
literally, and spat toward the mayor. 

“TI know the cops, and they ain’t on your side.” 

Little did I know that his barely veiled threat would come back to bite me. You see, because 
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despite all of us being a tight-knit little community, the fear and contempt that Travis had was shared 
by a lot of people inside. When the world has gone to hell and there’s an easy scapegoat, why 
would you blame your fellow Hiln County folk? Travis of course made his voice known the loudest, 
and after a week or two of folks being afraid to go outside, and police being tired of dealing with 
refugees, all it took was one catalyst to spark our descent into madness. 

Nobody knows for sure what happened exactly, but Travis swore that a cop was handing out 
food to some refugees in a line when one came up and stabbed him and tried to take his gun. Chaos 
erupted, and two police officers and five refugees were killed in the struggle. Music to the ears of 
the ignorant. That night, a town meeting was held, and there before our eyes, Travis Pendleton, the 
man who not even a month prior could be found strung out in his yard with his ass hanging out of his 
pants, was now crowning himself acting mayor and chief of Hin County. What I expected to happen 
was for everyone to burst into laughter. What I got was his cop buddies surrounding him and leading 
the crowd in dictator-like clapping and salutes. Cheers and hollering and the sharpest smirk of a 
man who now had a whole population as his play thing. 

Immediately, Travis turned the city hall into his own personal pigsty. Statues of forefathers and 
pioneers were now bestowed with the honor of clothes hanger or garbage collector. The police 
became his very own gestapo, and the mayor’s podium his pulpit, where he would rant and rave 
every other night about the gangs and the outsiders who were spying on them. Trying to take what 
was rightfully theirs, or were right around the corner from doing so. 

But his paranoia reached an all-time fever pitch, when he announced that the Hiln County race 
would still be happening, albeit with a sickening twist. 

“You see, we can’t keep feeding these low-life scum who make there way in here can we?” 

The crowd cheers. 

“So the Hiln County race will now be a survival race! The winner, will not get the riches of the 
past, they'll get something better, they will get lifetime utilities paid for, and food for as long as their 
family name lives, you'll earn the right to stay here! Where the land is still good and the soil is still 
bringin’ in veggies.” 

Applause rips through the crowd. 

“But what about those that lose?” a lone voice calls out from the sea of people. 

A sadistic smile appears on the would-be mad king’s face. From behind him, two security detail 
bring out a man, a refugee, bound by ropes, his head covered with a burlap sack. 

Everyone goes silent. 

“Do you wanna know what happens if you lose?” he asks the poor soul. 

The refugee begins to shake and mouth words but no sound comes out. Travis puts his face right 
against the sack, then pulls away and gestures toward the crowd. 

“That’s right, if you get caught by one of the official hunters here, at any time, well...” 

Travis pulls out a handgun and fires it point blank into the man’s skull. Not enough time 
transpires for the man to make a sound before his body thumps to the stage floor. 

I ama firm believer, or I guess I want to believe, that people are inherently good, that deep 
inside all of us, we want to do the right thing. I was proven wrong that night, as the crowd exploded 
with adulation. The people I had grown up with, men, women, people of all shapes and sizes, were 
cheering for a murderous despot with the same enthusiasm as they would cheer for their favorite 
baseball player hitting a home run or a basketball player making the winning shot ofa game. 
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My legs couldn’t carry me out of that place fast enough. I needed to get out Hiln County. 

But before I could, I was stopped by one of Travis’s secret police, or as it actually happened, I 
slammed into his gigantic barrel chest. I was so rung by the collision I fell on my rear end. Next thing 
I knew, I had been hoisted off the ground and over the man’s shoulders. Where was he taking me? 
Why me? I didn’t do anything wrong! 

“Where are you taking m—” 

Thwack. 

Darkness. 


Cold, wet, a chilly sensation overtaking me. 

Suddenly, the damp slap of reality brought me back to life, but I had no idea where I was, or 
why I couldn’t move. My hands were bound! And I was ina chair! Oh god where am I!? 

In the haziness of my mind I was moving my hands forward but hadn’t come to realize yet that 
they weren’t moving with me. All around me was night. A few street lamps were on, but they didn’t 
touch anything five feet from them. 

TP’ll still never understand why they let me go that mght, but maybe I was looking at it from the 
mind ofa rational person, not that of a simple man who’d become power-drunk. 

Ihave to try and get home before something else happens. 

Before long, a set of lights came barreling down the road near me and screeched to a halt right 
in front of me. Now I knew it was all over, maybe they made a game out of me. Maybe somebody 
had to find me and when they did they had to bring my head back to Travis. I was trying to keep it 
all together but I wasn’t exactly in the right position to do so, strapped to a chair in the dark. That’s 
when I smelled the gasoline ruminating from the truck. It was intoxicating, almost nostalgic really, it 
reminded me of the good times. 

The good times when we all would watch the race... 

At this point I figured I was dead, but I wasn’t going to go out like that poor sod who got shot 
in front of a crowd of happy savages. So I kicked and struggled as much as I could to get out of the 
chair I had been tied to. Then the door to the truck opened and closed quickly. Steps in quick 
succession crunched on the ground toward me. I was faced in such a manner that even with the 
lights going forward I was blind to anything not immediately in front of me. The thought occurred to 
me to scream, but my adrenaline was pumping so hard that I just jolted harder with a lump in my 
throat. Something brushed up against my hands. 

That was a knife, I know it was. 

Wait a minute, my hands, I’m free! 

“You okay there? Look we gotta get goin’.” 

And in a whirlwind I wound up in the car next to my savior. That was how I met Ella Jo, and the 
last vestiges of humanity for Hiln County. 

Ella Jo and a small group of people had seen the rise of Travis and unlike myself, were smart 
enough to start stockpiling what they could to get ready to leave this once great place in the past. As 
we drove off that night, she told me the plan. 

“Alright, so that’s all well and good, but how are we gonna get the supplies through the 
checkpomt?” 

This girl I had just met was much smarter than I had given her credit for, because as soon as I 
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asked, she snapped her fingers and a smirk grew on her face. 

“Simple, well not simple, but we enter the death race! We can use whatever vehicle we want. 
Remember, this is Travis we’re talkin’ about here, not a super genius. He thinks everybody is just 
jumpin’ in the race to stay alive. So, we got a hauler truck that’s full of not only the supplies, but the 
rest of the rebels who want to get out. We got another crew in the main semi waitin’ for our signal 
and they won’t be far behind. Once we give the signal, we get the jump on the border guards and its 
smooth sailin’ outta here!” 

“You know, I think that just might work.” 

“Course it will!” she fired back with a finger snap. 


And now I’m here, sitting on guard duty, waiting for the festivities to begin. 

Bezt. 

Bezt. 

“Breaker breaker this is Kingslayer, Doughboy are you ready to tango?” 

The walkie-talkie next to me was going off. Better answer tt. 

“Ella Jo why am I Doughboy?...Over.” 

“Because you didn’t want to pick a code name and we need code names in the event someone 
is listenin’ in, over.” 

Doughboy, does she think I’m fat or something? 

“All good here EH—K ingslayer, ready to go.” 

Right on cue, an unmarked truck pulled up next to me, and we sped off into the night. Even 
though we were supposed to keep quiet, even though we were headed into the hell of the outer 
world, it was an exhilarating feeling. Looking over at Ella Jo, she looked to be about ready to burst 
with excitement, which was only tempered by the do-or-die nature of what we were trying to pull 
off. It all had to go off without a hitch. 

As we’re getting closer to the gate, I notice a light off to the left of the wall. 

“What is that... Hey you see that?” my finger pointed across my companions field of vision. 

“Looks kinda like a light, what do you suppose that is?” 

“A light? Oh shit!” 

Ssshblammm! 

Just like that we began spinning. The explosion that rocked the truck was so loud that all I could 
hear for a few seconds was ringing, the sound of thousands of hairs in my ears dying. I don’t know 
which way was up or down but eventually it stopped when I slammed chest first into my side of the 
truck. 

They knew we were coming. 

Luckily, or unluckily depending on how you look at life-or-death situations, the glass on my 
window shattered away from me, and I slowly began to inch my way out of the truck. 

Man, my chest was on fire. Maybe I broke a rib or something? When I went to touch my face 
as gingerly as possible, I could taste that warm, coppery liquid that could only be one thing, blood. 

“He, he, heee! And here you thought you was gonna pull a fast one on Travis did ya?” 

From out the shadows, strolled the trailer trash devil himself, attempting to shadow box no one 
in particular as he moved into the light. 
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“Well, well, well, if it ain’t Ella Jo!” the words dancing out of his mouth like a song. 

Ella Jo is brought out in front of Travis being carried by two of his goons. The right side of her 
looks pretty hurt ftom the truck, but thank god she’s okay. Travis quickly grabs her by the face and 
pulls it close to him. The jocular disposition he had moments earlier vanishes as he begins his tirade. 

“All you had to do...Ella...was stay, with, me...is that so bad, huh, HUH!?” he yells, spit flying 
out of his mouth as the tirade continues. 

“You hurt me Ella Jo, you shoot me through the heart. All I wanted was what was best for us, 
for everybody in Hiln County... But you had to go and rum it, didn’t you?” 

Travis hauls back and slaps Ella Jo on the wounded part of her face. She lets out a painful cry 
but doesn’t buckle, her eyes now truly staring daggers at him. 

“Goddamn you, Travis...” I let out, crawling on the ground, trying my best not to cough up a 
lung, “this is bigger than you, bigger than all of us.” 

Now I’m the one being hoisted off the ground by dark hands. As soon as gravity kicks in, that’s 
when the pain in my chest really starts to ache. 

I’m not gonna make it through this am I... 

Then, a fist connects with my guts, and I don’t even have enough air in my chest to let out a cry. 
More like a whimper, the pain is unbearable at this pomt. 

“You... This’ll be the end for you. You see, god has spoken to me, and said that this great Earth 
for which I am now the king can be appeased if the non-believers are sacrificed. The race for Hiln 
County is a race for the souls who believe...believe in me.” 

Enough of this, if I’m going to die, I’m gonna die my own way. 

“Well Travis, you know what I thnk?” my words are barely coming out above a whisper. 

“What’s that, heathen?” he smiles, expecting to hear the lamentations of an unbeliever. 


Ach-tooey! 


“There ain’t no paradise that’s lettin’ you in.” 

With all the adrenaline left in my body, the most vile loogie of phlegm and blood is hocked right 
onto Travis’s face. 

Silence, as Travis and the sycophants around him came to realize what had happened. Jerking 
his hand to his face, Travis pulled off the foreign substance and spread it across his fingers, rage 
filling his face and turning it as red as the blood he had just pulled off. 

Now, I know for sure, that I’m dead. My arms tighten as the two guys holding me stiffen up and 
rough me around to restrict any other possible heretical acts against their king. I guess the king 
wasn’t even prepared for that. What followed were loud shrieks and yells, the king was having a 
tantrum right in front of everyone. 

“Tl kill you! I will place your bodies in front of the town and a—” he stopped mid-sentence as 
a shot rang out, and a gigantic hole appeared in his chest. 

Seemingly out of nowhere, we were descended upon by black figures with red eyes. I could 
barely keep up with it all as I was thrown to the ground and the immense pain in my chest returned. 
Bullets and muzzle flashes appear from all around us. It was like the forest was waiting for this 
moment, for Travis to slip up so it could devour his black heart and make it part of the dark night. 

In perfect synchronicity, Ella Jo and I are whisked off the ground with relative ease and moved 
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through the checkpoint. Not how I expected to make our getaway but we haven’t been shot yet, so 
that’s a plus. Right as I go to yell out to our captors, the gunfire stops. This wasn’t a battle, this was 
a tactical assault. 

The red eyes that were now staring at us spoke, “No need to worry, everything is under 
control.” 

One of the shadowy figures pulls out a flashlight and checks my wounds, the same 1s being done 
to Ella Jo to my left. They pull open my eye and check my pupil. Then they check my chest. Just 
touching it causes me to wince, and they pull away. 

“Who are you guys?” I push out between tutted breaths. 

“We’re PWAR, the post-war American military,” the stern voice responds. 

I can feel the anxiety kick back into my body, that same anxiety we all got from the diner. 

It was real. 

“There was a war?” Ella Jo sounded like someone had just ruined Christmas for her, her voice 
getting shrilly on that one word, war. 

The red eyes look at my companion then back at me. Then the lights disappear. A whooshing 
sound resonates around us as the helmet of the person talking to me is removed, revealing the face 
ofa dark man with the sides of his head shaved, and a small beard on his face. 

“Welcome to the new world.” 
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X. An Apocalypse Between Us 


If you would have asked Sam before all of this started, before everything, if he would have 
believed any of this would happen, he would have called you a lar, but he wouldn’t have believed it 
anyway. In this moment, he could never have dreamed of gazing upon her face so beautiful, to see 
the love that he held onto so dear reflected back from the twilight in her eyes. 

Why did I wait so long? Was I waiting for this moment? This moment when under the only 
light left, amongst gunfire and turmoil, I feel truly free to express myself? None of that 
matters now because we fought as hard as we could. 

“T love you, and there’s never been a moment where I didn’t.” 

Every word a bittersweet victory as he tries his hardest not to hold onto her as tightly as he can. 

“You’re such a bastard you know that?” she laughs in an annoyed tone, “Of course I always 
knew, why do you think I waited for you? Because I loved you too and...” 

Her hands started to shake, and the warmness of years of pent-up frustrated tears collected on 
his arm. 

“T always wanted to hear you say it to me.” 


—Three months earlier 

School is like a play. 

Ten people can go to school and go to the same classes and interact with the same people, yet 
they can all walk away from the day with ten different accounts and experiences of what happened. 
On this day, Sam was yet again trying to work up the nerve to say something to the girl who just 
wouldn’t leave his sight or his mind. 

Melanie. 

Melanie always seemed so out of reach. 

It’s not that she was popular, or that she was particularly outstanding in class, but something 
about her kept the young man enthralled. Maybe it was her pale skin, her rufous-colored hair... No, 
it was the look. That look in her eyes, the fleeting glance he would see when they would catch each 
other looking in the direction of the other. Even more so, they were friends! Sure they had other 
friends, but there was always a hint of doubt as he’d talk to her in homeroom or go to an assembly. 

Sam had it all written down, scribbled like a young child on a crumpled up piece of paper. 
Today was going to be the day. 

“Sam, what the hell is wrong with you, dude?” A particularly shrill and boisterous voice called 
out to him. 

Plopping down next to him, her finger flicking his forehead, was Reka, a childhood friend. 

“So...is today the day!?” she jabbed at him, clasping her hands together in an act of faux- 
concern for her longtime friend. Still trembling, Sam put the note on his desk, not even retorting 
back a defense. 
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Reka’s eyes sparkled, “Well, holy crap it just might be! So, what’s it say, huh? Lay it on me and 
T’ll tell you if it sucks.” 
He cleared his throat. 


I love you, but you dont know that. Maybe at one point you did, but I never said it. No 
matter where I’m at or what I’m doing, just hearing your name, makes my heart jump into 
my throat, I get so nervous! I think to myself “You are the one, the person I would give so 
much for.” 

When I dream about you, there are a million things I could dream of us doing, and I’ve 
probably dreamed every one of those million things at some point, but the one fantasy that 
made me feel better than any was just laying my head on your chest. If I told you that I 
fantasized about that more than anything you wouldn t believe me. The sweet embrace of a 
dream that feels more real than anything reality could ever attempt to assuage. 

What do you do when you think of me? Do you remember how we were before? Or is 
there a part of your heart that hangs onto me in ways that only a fantasy can fulfill? If I told 
you I loved you now, would you believe me? Would you scold me for being so anxious and 
meek? Or would you do as I’ve done and regretfully embrace the feeling? They say when you 
are dreaming of someone that they are dreaming of you. And yet, you went with someone else, 
many other people over me. 

Did I wait too long? Are you still thinking of me? Probably not, I tell myself that so that I 
can move on. And I do, and I think that to live is to feel how I do now, and that maybe I will 
feel true happiness if I just let it go. But when all is fine and free from pain, I dream of you 
again, roaring back into my subconscious with a lethal injection of true happiness I can only 
remember in the most nostalgic memories. 

IT hate it so much, I loathe, and detest it! Why!? Why is it you and why only in a dream!? 
My love for you is not a carnal love, it is not a small helping, it is a drug that I cannot ever 
overcome and I dont know if I ever will. When I die, I will probably still love you, even if we 
never cross paths again. If I were ever given the chance to tell you, would I? Would I risk that 

feeling? Would that feeling go away? Or would I still stay trapped in this fabricated emotion 
that I cant even bring myself to leave. I love you, and maybe, someday, you will too. 


“So...what d—do you think?” Sam stammered out. 

Reka’s eyes seemed almost devoid of life and her mouth was completely open. Before she had 
the chance to respond, as if fate had intervened, the person they were both talking about walked 
over and sat down next to Reka. 

“Hey Sam, hey Reka... What’s going on? Why are you staring at Sam like that?” 

Reka lurched her head towards Melanie, her expression still as stiffas a gargoyle moving with tt. 
Instantly realizing that the whole thing was about to go down, a panic-stricken Sam grabbed Reka 
by the hand. 

“Uhh...we were just going over a—” he blurts out. 

But then the one thing that no one ever thought they’d hear, the bomb warning. Everyone had 
drilled for it, but ten seconds went by before anyone did anything, even the teacher. Everyone just 
stared at the dusty blue bell that signified that the world might be ending, and that it was not a drill. 
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The teacher, a relatively young man himself; Mr. Hughes, immediately directed everyone to move 
out into the hallway and towards the exit to the school. Blaring over the intercom system, 
instructions were being barked out to head towards the massive bunker that had been built ages 
ago. There's something so surreal about hearing the horror stories, and then finally getting the call. At 
this point, despite everyone being on high alert, there's almost an air of aloofness in everyone, a "do 
whatever the hell you want right now,” mode in people. 

Almost as if they knew they were going to die anyway. 

Melanie, Reka, and Sam head up with the class toward the larger grassy knoll overlooking the 
campus. There were no more high-pitched sirens, the only thing heard now was the moan, which 
meant this was the real deal. 

In the ensuing chaos, however, as everyone is walking over the knoll, Reka is nowhere to be 
found. Sam turns to Mr. Hughes to ask him to go after her but the disdain in his face is giving him a 
very different answer. 

“T need to find Reka, she’s gone, please!” 

“T'll wait up here for as long as I can.” 

“Make sure you save me a spot next to Melanie.” 

Mr. Hughes laughs a little. They were both hoping that this wasn’t the last time they’d see each 
other. As Sam darted toward the end of the campus, he’d already begun to see society start to 
unravel. 

This was no game, there are no do overs. Shit has proverbially hit the fan and started spinning. 
Cars are overturned with fire all across the parking lot. Pushing past the harsh flames, Sam 
wondered if Mr. Hughes thought his motivations were more selfish than anything. 

I need to find my car, or any car... Idont want to be deafened by any close blast that 
might happen. My chances of simply healing through a nuclear bomb blast-level decibel 
obliteration aren t great. 

“Where the hell could Reka have gone?” he says through gritted teeth. 

A few more explosions rock the area, but Sam finally makes it to his car. Fumbling for his keys, 
a particular key chain catches his eye, one of him and his childhood friend, and the words “New 
Age Observatory” above and beneath them. 

He starts the car and speeds off. No stop lights worked, which unsurprisingly also meant people 
were much, much quicker going through intersections, and also didn't care about anything but 
themselves: you kept your distance. The tangible hell that everyone was preparing for in the oh-so- 
human cliche ways were unfolding before Sam. Closer into town, smoke from every other building 
fire except the bar, which was packed, is pluming into the air. Faces and names were lost on his 
tongue as Sam scanned the place, people indulging that last drink and confessing their sins to a god 
they knew wouldn't save them. There was even one of those doomsday people ringing a bell outside 
of the bar. 

Guess they were prepared at least, he thought to himself. 

It was eerie hearing someone in the most ominous tone ring a bell outside a bar saying, 
"confess your sins, the end is near," as if it was some kind of sales gimmick now. 

Through the smoke and ash an unearthly sound vibrates through the air, and two large 
explosions rip-off in the distance. 

Sam squints his eyes. 
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Nothing, still nothing. 

Allat once, the car jolts to the left as multiple semitrucks appear through the haze in a fashion 
they shouldn't, as if bemg launched by an unknown gigantic entity with the strength to do so. With 
only a split second to think, Sam and the car barely dodge each of the semis as they fly past and 
crash towards the hard pavement. 

It's starting, the end is starting. 

After a few agonizing minutes the car pulls up to the observatory. A long, concrete walkway with 
steel rails jutted out from it, but instead of the normal observatory in sight, it’s been completely 
surrounded by a thick fog. What was once lush greenery and sparkling pristine water is completely 
hidden by an unknown aerosol. Having left his car only moments before to look around, out of 
nowhere, another shock wave cracks the silence and Sam is sent a good hundred feet towards a 
tree. With small, patted breaths he lay frozen to the ground; the trees were thick enough to take the 
brunt but also not knock him out. 

You should have just stayed. 

In between consciousness, Sam still couldn’t see anything that would cause all of these 
explosions. He started to push off from the ground, confused about his surroundings. 

Where are all these explosions coming from? Why were there no mushroom clouds? 

That fact really started to scare him. There was nothing other than random explosions every 
once ina while and this weird moan. Different than the ones caused by the warning sirens. 

Maybe it was just sound waves knocking everything all over the place... 

Scrambling to his feet, he catches his balance on the guardrail, arm slung over it. That’s when the 
familiarity with death started to become all too welcoming. Looking toward the top of the 
observatory, Sam saw that everything was starting to turn an eerie, dark, forest green, and the air 
started to become thicker and smell sulfurous. A few distant screams can be heard, but it’s all 
abstract through this thick fog; you can't see more than five feet around you. 

Sam begins hoping that he’s heading down the guardrail toward the shelter of the observatory, 
but for all he knew, he could be heading anywhere. Just as quickly as he started, Sam noticed what 
looked like a set of small metallic stairs and railing go upward and then extend out toward what 
looks like an elevator shaft. 

Did I find some executive way down? Did I find some premier shaft that was meant for 
higher ups and not for myself? 

All he knew was moving forward was the only course of action. With the haze surrounding him 
on all sides, Sam walked into an elevator-like capsule, but instead of going down he started to go 
up. As his mind started to become more clear, the high tech nature of the elevator began to become 
more apparent. Electronic screens started popping up all around him showing the haze in certain 
parts of the city, around the observatory, and the surveying landscape. 

“Just where the hell am I going?” he mutters to himself: 

Right after finishing his sentence the elevator lurched to a stop. But instead of opening to a large 
room, the elevator opened to another long walkway with yet another set of stairs at the very end. 

And at the top of those stairs stood a person. 

A girl. 

Arms crossed, sundress flapping in the wind, and a smirk to accompany it. The distance and 
their stance made it look like Sam was gazing upon a deity who had come to deliver a divine 
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message to their people. 

“Took you long enough,” the enigmatic image sharply quipped before turning around and 
disappearing behind the haze. 

Another seismic disturbance rocks the area, causing the walkway to sway. Yet again Sam is 
tossed to the side, but without guardrails this time he catches his balance right as he’s about to pitch 
over the side. That was the final straw for the young man. With gritted teeth and fists clenched, he 
throws himself forward to chase after the figure taunting him and to try and make some sense out of 
this situation. 

In an instant, he disappears behind the pallid wall of vapor. What he saw on the other side 
would change his life forever. 

It looked like the inside of the elevator pod, mechanical screens everywhere, and a 180 degree 
field of view from what looked like the top of the observatory. The main difference, of course, was 
that there was a giant seat in the middle of the whole thing and control panels around it on each side. 
Sitting down faced away from him with short dandelion colored hair was the girl from earlier. 

“No way, no damn way...” he whined. 

Before he can even finish the sentence the head turns to look toward him with a grin from ear to 
ear, owned by his longtime childhood friend. 

“You've probably got a lot of questions, but that can wait captain slow ass,” she cheerfully 
barks at him, “if you had been any slower the world would actually be done for.” 

Mouth agape, Sam pushes his hand against his face and looks upwards, his frustration 
relmquishing to apathy with the hanging of his head followed by a sigh. 

“T hate you sometimes, Reka,” he casually says from behind her shoulder. 

The vivacious energy emanating from her suddenly disappears, her grin turning to a cold ire. She 
tuts to herself, and mumbles under her breath. 

“Please don’t ever say that.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Nothing.” 

As the conversation peters out, Sam begins to notice what’s actually on all of these screens. The 
world around them looked like one from a fantasy dystopia, a scene of bodies all stripped of flesh 
amongst completely untouched architecture, as if'a bomb went off but nothing but the human lives 
around were affected. It almost all became too overwhelming for Sam as he began to gag and cover 
his mouth with his arm. 

“Oh god, did an atomic bomb drop or something?” he blurts out between gags, “How did we 
not feel it?” 

“Pilot synchronization in progress, please confirm captain,” a robotic voice rings out. 

Across the front-facing most screen, in large red letters were two words. 

No Pilot 

Reka pushes a few buttons, and begins to speak up. 

“Pilot: Reika Kataoka, Age: 16. Previous pilot status: Deceased.” 

The word “deceased” rings through Sam’s head as he stares at his lifelong friend. This girl who 
he had so many childish adventures with and had watched her grow as much as himself, how could 
she have this experience when Sam was nothing more than a simple teenager? Surely he would have 
seen something like this? At least he thought. 
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Sensing that Sam hasn’t made some mildly-hurtful verbal stab at her, she shoots a quick glance 
his way and they lock eyes for a brief moment. Sam had never seen her like this before, or anyone 
like this for that matter. Such determination and confidence in a situation that would have made even 
the most stoic adult cry out in fear, the bar was a testament to that. 

I cant believe he would say that to me... But just looking into his eyes, he really thinks 
I’m cool! I didnt mess that up at least... 

A few seconds couldn’t have passed before the two awkwardly look in the opposite direction. 

“So uh...” Sam coughs, “‘you’re a pilot now? When did that happen? And a pilot of what 
exactly?” 

Placing her hands on the two grip controls around her, the now-mystical classmate he had 
known for so long curls the controls forward. 

“Pfit, you’re about to see.” 


“Hey, slow down wouldja?” the young girl called out. 

Before she knew it, the bike toppled over itself and she crashed into the grass around her. Even 
with the soft green sea all around to soften the fall, the numbing soreness of the crash was pressing 
on her arm and leg. Soft tears began to well up on her cheeks. 

The group of three kids on bikes in front of her had all stopped. The one girl with rufous- 
colored hair turned around to go back, but one of the other two, a boy, stopped her. 

“Don’t help her, that’s just what ‘Reka the Wreck’ does.” 

The other boy pushed past them and went over to the girl, now just laying in the grass staring at 
the sky. 

He sat down next to her and began to play with the grass a little, not really sure what to say. 
Maybe he was anxious because she was a girl. Maybe he was anxious because he didn’t know 
what was wrong with her. 

“Hey, Reka, do you see anything in the sky?” 

Of course it was the boy she liked. It couldn’t have been the boy who always made fun of her, 
or the girl she tried to model herself after. No, it had to be the one she thought was the coolest. 

“No, I’m just not good at riding bikes.” 

A handful of grass fell on her leg. 

“Hey what did you do that f—” is what came out, when she spotted a dandelion on top of the 
grass. She couldn’t take her eyes off of it. 

There he was, faced forward, looking off at nothing in particular. 

“T heard dandelions are good for scrapes and bruises. I don’t get ‘ema lot, but you do, so, 
hopefully this helps.” 

There’s a brief pause before he added, “Oh and uhh, it looks like your hair, which is kinda 
cool.” 

Reka never could figure out what it was about him. He was the only one who ever put up with 
her. The other two kids from the neighborhood were cool with him it seemed like, but to Reka they 
just felt like they put up with her because she was the boy’s friend. They would snicker or role their 
eyes at her whenever she failed. After they gave her her wonderful nickname, things steadily began 
to get worse. 

She so badly wanted to ask him why. Maybe today would be the day! Maybe this was the 
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opportunity! He did give her a dandelion after all, it had to be the day. Lost in thought, Reka saw 
that he was looking at her from the corner of his eye. 

“Hey, what about the other guys? I’m just making everyone wait again...” she painfully 
mumbled, moving to a sitting up position. Even that movement caused her to want to lay back 
down, but she didn’t want to look like a wimp, not in front of him. 

The boy grabbed another handful of grass from the ground and threw it out in front of him at 
nothing. 

“Nah, I kinda like hanging out with you more. Monde is kind ofa jerk, and Melanie...well...” 
he trailed off. 

Slowly the boy rose to his feet, patting himself off along the way. His stoic demeanor made 
Reka’s heart flutter. He never seemed bothered by anything. The sodalite ocean of his eyes were 
now staring at her, and she was glad to stare back. 

With an outstretched hand he asked her. 

“Do you want me to carry you back?” 


“Pilot synchronization complete,” The mechanical voice chirped. 

Instantaneously everything began to shake around Sam and Reka. Sam steadied himself on the 
pilot’s seat but Reka didn’t seem the least bit phased. 

On the front-facing monitor ofa wall they began to move forward. Outside of them, the topmost 
part of the observatory detached from its stone base, which parted on either side. What emerged 
was a gigantic white machina in humanoid form. Slender but toned arms and legs with wide hands 
and feet. Images of the exterior began to populate around the interior of the cockptt. 

Arms: OK 

Legs: OK 

Sensor system: OK 

Green check after green check highlighting that this mechanical wonder was ready for whatever 
purpose it was created for. 

Sam’s mouth was open as wide as it ever could have been. Before today he would have thought 
something like this was impossible, even more so that his childhood bosom buddy, the screw up 
even, was the one charging forward in control. Reka on the other hand was as cool as a cucumber, 
even stretching as the machina settled into the water where the observatory used to be. 

“So, you want to know how I figured all this out, huh?” she confidently prodded. 

Where do I even start? 

The screen to the upper-left of them began to open and seize upon something moving through 
the fog. Like a switch had been flipped, Reka’s flippant disposition evaporated as soon as her eyes 
caught sight of the screen. If it wasn’t for the fact that Sam had seen her effortlessly turn this 
observatory into a giant machine, he would have called her out on just making up what she was 
doing. Her fingers were moving through button combinations and trigger presses so quickly that you 
would have thought she trained her entire life for this moment. 

But then they heard it. 

“Object at 100 meters and closing in.” 

What was on the small screen had now moved to the main visor for both occupants to see. 
Accentuated by the use of geometric shapes and wireframe models, the screen showed the 
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dispersement of the water moving around the ominous figure stirring through the mist. Sam felt like 
his heart was going to jump out of his chest, adrenaline now starting to course through his body. 
They hadn’t even seen it yet, but for it to make the kind of waves it did it must have been as big as 
they were. 

“Object at 50 meters and closing in.” 

One by one, bright green shapes began to take form on the screen as the unknown adversary 
began to move closer through the apocalyptic miasma. 

“Object at 20 meters and has stopped moving.” 

“Holy shit,” escaped ftom Reka’s mouth. 

In front of them stood a gigantic humanoid creature not that different than what they were inside 
of. From what they could see, the body was ashen with these just barely visible square patches on 
it. Its back legs appeared bent back in a digitigrade fashion. The upper body was slender but 
absolutely chiseled and muscled, no body part being unused. The head was probably the only thing 
that seemed the most inhuman, with a long, sloped- forward face like a closed duck’s beak but no 
discernible eyes. Sam must have been physically trembling a great deal because Reka grabbed him 
by the arm and shook it a bit. 

“Hey, keep it together Sam, come on.” 

On the inside though Reka wasn’t that much more brave. Her hand grips began to feel slippery 
with sweat. If only sweating bullets meant actual bullets they might be able to use, she thought. 

It just stood there, perilously. 

A minute, two minutes, three mmutes, the two giants just stood there deadlocked with nothing to 
ignite the catalyst. 

“Run a diagnostic on the adversary,” Reka instructed the machina’s artificial intelligence. 
Synchronized beeps and a series of mechanical jingles played through the cockpit. Another monitor 
showed up, and just outside of their field of vision a small white probe flew over to the menacing 
behemoth. As it closed in, they finally got a good look at it, but it didn’t move at all, as if it didn’t 
know that the drone was even there. 

Another screen springs to life and the prudent voice of the machina’s AI relays more information 
about it. 

“Subject has no discernible pulse or vital signs.” 

Sam holds his chin. 

“Doesn’t look like it’s breathing, that makes sense.” 

Reka keeps prodding, “Send a small sonic wave against the chest area, see if we can find out 
what it’s got in its guts, relay results.” 

The little drone pops out a small device and goes to shoot a wave against the giant. No sooner 
had its small device finished appearing, the left arm of the creature immediately captures the drone in 
its palm. Sam and Reka nearly have a set of heart attacks at the jump scare. Reka herself all but 
flying out of the cockpit chair. From the monitor, they can see it move its ominous head toward the 
front of the poor drone. Before anyone has a chance to get a word in the hand quickly and 
effortlessly crushes the drone. Not even sound escapes its mighty palm. 

Now the two would-be heroes understood the gravity of the situation. 

Just scarcely audible, Sam can hear Reka say under her breath, “It crushed tt like a piece of 


paper.” 
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Suddenly, everything shifted in every direction. Sam was thrown backward and thumped into 
the side of the cockpit. Reka having the foresight to at least fasten herself'to the seat, whiplashed 
against the back of it and both their worlds were spinning, A dire crimson hue illuminated the high- 
tech cabin. An alarm was wailing as the teenagers braced for whatever was about to come rapid-fire 
at them next. 

“Warning! Warning! Entity has engaged. Structural damage in quadrants 4, 7 and 12.” 

All Sam could hear was the tinny of a constant ringing, and through blurred vision the sight of his 
half-pint compatriot pressing buttons and moving the joysticks of the control panel. Again the world 
shifted underneath them. This time it was to go back up, and the sudden movement made Sam 
almost blackout again. He never took to rollercoasters or theme-park rides, so this was like a 
double nightmare of claustrophobia and coasterphobia mixed into one. As he was trying not to 
throw-up and move to a sitting position, Reka on the other hand spit out the little bit of blood that 
had accumulated in her mouth from the head blast only moments ago. 

You think I’m gonna go out this quick, you bastard!? I’m ready for you, I’m ready for 
anything. 

“Lets go!” She roared, her voice straming and bloody phlegm soaring into the front monitor. 

It was now time for humanity to show what it was made of: 

It was Reka’s time. 

The machina immediately kicked up and threw its unearthly adversary sailing into another part 
of the lake. What followed was an enormous tidal wave drenching anything and everything that 
happened to be caught in its path. Seemingly unfazed, the adversary launched another frontal attack, 
this time trying to focus on the head of Reka’s machina. The strength of it was incredible, and the 
mass behind it was intense. It drove its shoulder into them and pounced. Even bracing for the impact 
it still caused their behemoth the size of a stargazing observatory to reel back and fall into the water. 
A screech of unimaginable magnitude echoed throughout the area as the adversary finally opened its 
mouth and revealed what was on the inside. Each unholy jaw flap peeling open to reveal the horror 
inside. 

Staring at them through its colossal mouth was a huge, lizard-like eye. The eye kept moving 
closer and closer to the front of the jaw, like an evil sun moving in to annihilate an unlucky planet as 
it got too close. Steam and more alarms race as the two giants wrestle the other for dominance. On 
the screen, among the many warning signs, were the arms of the machina, and mirroring that was its 
pilot, pushing the stick grips forward as if her life depended on it. Her arms began to shake and 
buckle. Whatever muscle she did have was straining under the weight of this phenom of the mist. 

“Main power at 20%, switching on auxiliary power,” the AI voice blared. 

“Goddamn tt!” Reka squealed, “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.” 

This was it, everything Reka had worked for. Everything she had hoped to accomplish was 
about to shatter around her. All of the sacrifice, all of the pain. Around her sweaty and exhausted 
face, tears began to form again on her cheeks. At that exact moment, everything disappeared 
around her into a single point, and she was left in a white nothingness. There was no sound, no 
alarms. It was a floaty feeling, like she was being lifted up by invisible wings. Whatever was 
happening didn’t matter now. It was nowhere to be seen. A faint glimmer reflected in front of her, 
like someone was there but with no real shape. 

“Are you just gonna keep running?” a familiar voice scolded her. 
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But she had nothing to say in return. Life was hard enough already. She could never make 
friends, she was the runt of the few people she even called friends. Always the smallest, the 
weakest, and nobody ever cared about her problems. It was like everyone she ever met already 
expected her to be something she didn’t know about, or be a certain way. Everyone was like that, 
even mom. 

Mom... 

I wish you were here with me Mom, I cant do this myself. I try so hard but nobody ever 
really understands me, but as long as you were there at the end of the day, I was okay. 

The thoughts began to well up in her mind. Maybe running away this time was the right thing to 
do, not like it would be the easy way out, she thought. From out of the cold, white emptiness of her 
mind, a warm sensation overtook her hand. Reka looked at her hand and turned it over. Through 
the spaces in her fingers the glimmer disappeared, and the world quickly ripped her back to reality. 
Reka shook for a second, looking all around herself manically trying to assess what the hell was 
going on, when she remembered her hand again. 

On top of her hand was Sam’s, cupping hers and holding up the left-hand control with all of his 
energy. Saying he was in rough shape would have been an understatement. He could barely stand 
on his own two legs. 

“Hey...” he spit really quickly himself} “I ain’t ready to die yet, you can do this Reka, I believe 
in you.” 

He believes in me. 

What happened next could be described as either a miracle, a fluke, or all of the above. 

Reka’s faced turned beet red and her heart jumped right into the top of her throat. With all of 
the energy she and Sam had left, she pulled back her right arm and they shifted all momentum to the 
left, screaming out the most embarrassingly primal scream thankfully none of their classmates would 
ever hear. Each little rung of the control console’s ring clicking forward to the max. The adversary 
made an awkward fall forward on the arm that was let go of: Channeling the speed and precision of 
a professional fighter, and switching again to the right arm, the white machina made the cleanest 
uppercut right into the middle of the eye. It seemed as though it happened in slow motion, the fist 
easily penetrating the soft outer layer of the eye and bursting under the weight. But there was so 
much power, in fact, that the controller for the left arm completely broke off once it reached the 
apex of the controller grid, sending their fist through the back of the adversary. Through the monitor 
they could see every detail, steam, squealing alarms and all, every sense in their bodies now 
disgustingly overwhelmed to the point of madness or bliss. 

It all happened in the blink of an eye. 

Sam and Reka were now transfixed on the screen in front of them where the adversary lay, at 
least where the monitor said it was in the water. Both were drenched in sweat and heaving and 
nasally. But nothing, absolutely nothing was more important to them now than whether or not that 
monstrosity was dead. 

Finally the words popped up on the screen. 

No threat detected 

Reka immediately flew out ofher pilots seat and threw her fist around in the most exhausted 
jubilation one could make after a fight to the death. Unfortunately, she ended up punching Sam 
square in the face when she did, knocking him on his rear end. Sam would have given her some kind 
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of curt comment, but he was just too tired to care at that pomt. In fact, that was the last thing on his 
mind. Reka too, really wanted to make that comment, but she slunk down underneath the pilots 
chair. Saving the world really takes it out of you. 

“T did it,” she choked out. 

For her, it honestly couldn’t have gotten better, when from the corner of her eye she saw a hand 
reach out to her. 

“Hey, let’s get out of here, you want me to carry you out?” 

But then it did. 


“Hey let’s stop here, all night?” 

The New Age Observatory was built in commemoration of the bicentenmial of their zone. Even 
with all the technological marvels of the age, it still looked like a pristine beacon of the future against 
the aged contemporary buildings that surrounded it. People loved going there, whether that was for 
the aforementioned zone birthday, or for holidays to detach from their lives and dream a little, cook 
up something nice in the park, maybe even gaze at the wonders of the universe. It also happened to 
be the “spot” for the school kids to come and release some of their pent-up angst. A popular activity 
was getting on the exterior of the dome and jumping into the lake on a dare. The other was a bit 
more intimate, where lovers, or those hopefully to be soon would lay on the opposite side of the 
water facing the observatory. 

It was a shell of its former self'as Sam let Reka down onto the grass and they both spread out to 
enjoy their victory. Every last bit of energy left them at the same time and they just laid there existing 
in the moment. 

“Hey Reka...” Sam finally spoke. 

Here it comes, she thought, he’s gonna finally ask her how she was a pilot. 

“T don’t know how you did all of that, but, why didn’t you ever tell anybody about this?” 

“Well I—” she stammered out. How exactly do you explain to someone about leading that kind 
of life? She pondered the question herself. 

“You took so much crap at school, but if people even knew the smallest bit, they’d think you 
were awesome.” 

Reka continued to lay there for a moment, and then finally decided it was time. 

“Do you remember the first day you found out that I was sick?” she said. 

Sam thought about it for awhile. Reka was always slower and smaller than everyone else, but it 
wasn’t until she was about 10 or 11 that people started to notice her less and less outside of school. 
Sam remembered a few times where he would call and it would go to a machine or he’d go over but 
no cars were home. The next day Reka would just tell anyone who asked that she had some kind of 
illness that stopped her from playing or doing extracurriculars. 

“Surprise! I wasn’t sick,” she snorted, and began to reveal one of her most kept secrets. 

The program was called FAITH, which stood for “Faceless Anomaly Is Traversing Heaven”. At 
some point before both of them were born, astronomers were studying a well-documented planet 
when over the course of 24 hours it disappeared. After carefilly looking at it the observers saw that 
something had ejected from the planet right before it collapsed into nothing. Thinking this may have 
just been a colossal rogue asteroid hit but wanting to be extra careful, they followed the path it had 
been going to and cross-referenced it against other planets in the system. One by one they began to 
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disappear. Now everyone panicked, including the military and political sectors. No one knew what 
exactly it was until a space telescope was able to capture one single, incredibly close-up image of 
whatever was ejecting from the planet each time. 

Reka pointed at the floating corpse in the water, “That’s our man right there.” 

“Well, we hope that’s the one.” 

Just the inertia from the adrenaline shooting back into Sam caused him to sit-up. 

“You mean there’s more!?”’ he yelled. 

“Who knows? I mean, this is the first time we’ve actually ever engaged with it, nobody actually 
knows anything.” 

Sam thinks for a second, but the sudden realization leaves him exasperated. 

“Wait, wait, wait, so you're telling me we just won because we got lucky!?” 

“Yea that’s pretty much it.” Reka said, sounding as dispassionate as she could. 

“T trained every day after school, in simulators for certain scenarios, everything. We were flying 
blind, but this was it, and once I got a chance to pilot the real thing a few times, I knew I just had to 
do it.” 

It’s all Sam can do to keep it together. In the span of a few hours his life went from completely 
normal to downright insane. He felt like he’d been transported to another world. 

When he looked back over at Reka, he found that she was looking over at him just kind of 
staring at him. The air had been cool, but now he felt like he needed to take his jacket off. 

In all of the time they had been friends he’d never really looked at her in that way, but seeing 
everything she did today, it was like she was a different person. 

“Reka, I—” 

But he didn’t get a chance to say anything, “Sam, why did you always put up with me when we 
were kids!?” 

It took him back a second. For some reason people never liked Reka, but she was unlike 
anybody else. Her hair, her face, even if you didn’t like her you couldn’t take your eyes off of her. 
She somehow commanded attention and ire all at the same time. Sam couldn’t take his eyes off of 
her. He never could, especially not now. As they watched each other, truly stared into each other’s 
eyes for the first time, the wind began to blow and a cool breeze blew between them. Reka shivered 
from the cold, snapping Sam out of it for a second. Instinctually, he grabbed his coat and moved 
over and gave it to her. It was at that moment that he’d realized what he’d done. Screw it, it was the 
end of the world after all. Plus, not like their lives were ever going to go back to what was “normal” 
anyway after this. 

That life was over. 

“T just figured since you shivered that maybe you...were...” 

They were now mere inches from each other, gazing into each other’s eyes, waiting for the other 
to act. They were so close that Reka could feel the heat from Sam’s breath. He put his hand on hers 
accidentally and tried to pull away, but she didn’t flinch, and it slowly found its way back. She was 
scared to death of what was happening but she couldn’t pull away. Just being around him made her 
feel like she was on cloud nine, her worst day was always made a million times better just seeing him 
between classes. Now she was sitting in his jacket. All the pain, all the suffering was worth tt, all of 
it, for this one moment. 

“So...” she gulped “you didn’t answer the question, why me?” 
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Gradually, they moved toward the other, their lips within one motion of embrace. 
When it happened. 
“Melanie!?” 


Standing directly behind Reka on the path up from the grass they were on was their classmate. 

Sam instantly jerked back at the sight of her. He had totally forgotten about going back, and 
about her. A weird sense of guilt rushed over him. The look on her face said it all. 

“Oh... I hope I’m not interrupting anything, I just went out looking for you, but I see you found 
Reka.” 

Sam recoiled, “What the hell are you doing out here Melanie? It’s dangerous out here.” 

Melanie’s eyes began to sink a bit and her lips trembled. 

“T asked Mr. Hughes where you were,” she began “he said you had gone after Reka. I just 
didn’t want the last time I saw you to be running off to your death.” 

With Sam and Melanie going back and forth, Reka had gotten up and started walking toward 
Melanie, her eyes hidden behind her dandelion bangs, a darkness covering her spirit. After a few 
more back-and-forth responses, Melanie finally lashed out. 

“Sorry I messed up so badly, it seems like you two lovebirds have it under control, sorry I cared 
about you!” 

Reka stared right at her for a few seconds, then hauled back and slapped Melanie right across 
the face as hard as her exhausted body could manage. It was apparently enough to catch her off 
guard, and Melanie’s eyes looked like they had glazed over. 

“Do you see that over there?” 

Following Reka’s finger, Melanie finally noticed the gigantic dark gray mass floating in the water, 
its blood slowly polluting the water of the channel. She screamed then noticed the gigantic white 
machina as well, and another frail scream escaped her mouth as she fell to the ground in horror. On 
the way down her hand touched something thick. Slowly inching her head towards what it was, she 
glimpsed the fleshless arm of an equally fleshless person. They were all over the place. 

“You could have ended up like that if we hadn’t stopped that giant menace out there. What did 
you think was gonna happen? That you were gonna save him?” 

Then Reka really laid into her, “And when the hell did you ever care about Sam? He was never 
good enough for you before, what changed now you self-centered bitch!?” 

“Reka that’s enough!” 

The three friends were now at each others throats, but Reka didn’t say anything more. Sam 
helped Melanie up off the ground, but as she got to her feet she immediately turned around and ran, 
prompting him to call after her. She didn’t stop. 

Incensed, Sam snapped back at Reka,““What was that all about, huh!?” 

“What are you giving me grief for? You know I’m right! What do you even see in her anyway!?” 

Sam was taken aback by the comment, but he didn’t have time to argue with her. “Gah,” was all 
his frustrated head could muster before chasing off after Melanie. 

Iwas so close. 

T hate you. 

She had saved the world, she had even saved him from certain death, but he still left her 
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standing in the cold breeze once again, alone. Reka gripped her arms tightly, so tightly that it made 
her muscles ache. Overwhelmed by all of it she started walking in the opposite direction. Still 
holding her arms, holding onto his jacket, staring right into the road in front of her. 

Meanwhile, the sound of crunching leaves and branches resounded through the forest as Sam 
tried to keep Melanie in his sight. Thankfully he was able to catch up with her enough to get her 
back in his sight, but not long after she veered off the path and into a wooded area. Some 
inconvenient branches caught him on the cheek and legs, opening new wounds or reopening old 
ones. After a dodge here and a very sketchy jump across a rocky gap, Sam began to close in on 
Melanie. 

Shes surprisingly fast for being in her school uniform, or maybe I really am that slow. 

Finally the opportunity presented itself: Melanie turned back once to see if he was behind her 
and Sam made a leap at her to finally get her to stop. The two tumbled for a moment. Unfortunately 
neither saw the drop-off in front of them and they began rolling through the slanted underbrush, 
catching the occasional patch of rocks. Sounds of thuds and grunts accompanied their fall before 
coming to a rest on lower ground. Melanie opened her eyes and wondered if she was dead. She 
didn’t feel any pain, just a little dizzy. Wrapped around her were Sam’s arms. He had been cut and 
bruised, but nothing too bad it seemed. 

“Are... you...all right?” he slowly ached out. 

Melanie nodded her head. 

“Uh...yea,” she guiltily replied. 

While Melanie shuffled away from him, Sam just laid there staring up at the canopy. His energy 
was gone and his body felt like he had been squeezed dry like a rag. All he could see was the 
cloudy sky and the branches above him. He almost forgot that Melanie was there until she spoke 
up. 

‘T’m sorry, I just...I don’t know, after you left I wondered if you were ever going to come 
back.” 

Sam didn’t respond for a moment. It was almost like he couldn’t even hear what she was 
saying, he just stayed supine where he was. 

“You left your note on the table as we were leaving and I grabbed it right before we headed off 
to the bunker.” 

Hearing those words leave her mouth caused a spike of anxiety to shoot right into his heart. Sam 
padded all over himself and realized that he had, in fact, left it there for anyone to grab. 

His throat tightened, “Did—did you read the note?” 

Melanie produced the crumpled piece of paper and held it with both hands. Her hands were 
shaking. 

“Sam, I just... couldn’t leave you out there after reading all that. I don’t know what I was 
thinking but I didn’t want you to be dead.” 

A million things were running through Sam’s mind. Did she accept what he wrote? Did she come 
after him because she liked him? She left the safety of the bunker, so, does that mean tt really spoke 
to her? 

Oh god, what did I actually write again? 

Even with the occasional shot of fear-induced stress, his body had been pushed to the limit and 
then some. She moved toward him and dropped down to her knees. Sam made an attempt to sit- 
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up, but his body just wouldn’t let him. Melanie giggled at his pathetic attempt and reached out to 
help him up. 

“Thanks, you have no idea what I’ve been through today.” 

If they weren’t close together she probably wouldn’t have heard the words leave his mouth. 

“Actually, I kinda do,” she replied in earnest, “this really is the end of the world, huh? I mean, I 
guess all that work we did in school was for nothing.” 

Sam didn’t say anything. All the small talk he could muster for the day was done. 

“T never realized you cared about Reka like that Sam, If you did, why did you write this note?” 
That note, the note he had spilled his heart and soul into. The note that he had thought about 
giving to Melanie for forever. Every time he’d see her in the hallway, every time they’d meet up after 
school or with a group, he’d find the words but then something would happen. Someone would start 

talking to her, he’d lose the nerve, or even worse she’d go out with someone else and the feeling 
would be cloistered down back into his soul. There was even that one time where he was invited 
over to her friend’s house and he could have sworn she felt the same way as him. He could see it in 
her eyes but he never acted on it, he never could just go for it. It haunted him like a specter. It had 
been gomg on like this for years. They were friends as kids, but in middle school it was like she was 
everything to him, but he could just never figure out the right words or the right way to say it. Reka 
always gave him so much crap for that too. 

Reka... 

If the teenager had one superpower, it was hindsight at the worst time. Sam had once again 
realized what he’d done. No matter what he did he just couldn’t seem to get it right with either one 
of them. 

“Melanie, I do feel that way, but Reka, I just—” 

Sam’s eyes went wide and he stopped mid sentence. Melanie looked at him somewhat puzzled. 

“What is it Sam?” she asked in response to his odd behavior. Then, he put a single finger up to 
his mouth as if to gesture to be silent. Frustrated now that he was being weird Melanie went to grab 
him, but Sam immediately grabbed her, turned her around and held her mouth shut. Melanie had no 
idea what was going on and she struggled for a second or two before her eyes focused forward and 
saw what he was looking at. She couldn’t believe what she saw. In front of the two of them was a 
small mechanical creature with four legs. It had two red eyes, or what might be construed as eyes, 
and each of its feet had four equally spaced out square toes. It was basically a four-legged spider 
but its body was an ashen brick. 

Wait, that color, remember that color... Melanie knew she had seen that color before only 
one other time. 

On the other hand, Sam’s eyes were unwavering from the being, and his strength was equally as 
focused on Melanie. He didn’t know how it was connected to that thing from before, but he didn’t 
want to do anything to cause either one of them to meet their untimely demise. The being plodded 
along in their direction, seemingly scanning the area around it with an inquisitive nature not unlike a 
puppy or a newborn child. It didn’t seem to show any kind of hostility that Sam had come to know 
from the extraterrestrial behemoth from before. Both of the survivors tried to stay as motionless as 
possible, watching the scene unfold as the anomaly moved back and forth in their direction, as if it 
was no different than any other animal on the planet interested in its surroundings. 

“Achoo!” 
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A sneeze came sputtering through Sam’s closed lips. 

Immediately the small, gray, machine being turned its body and red eyes toward the source of 
the sound. Allergies were literally going to be the death of both of them. One little step at a time the 
machine crawled toward the two terrified adolescents, and was now no more than a foot from them. 
A few audible clicks here and there, and it moved right in front of Melanie’s face. Sweat was 
pouring off her skin as two rays of red light scanned her face from the machine’s red eyes. It was all 
the girl could do not to scream. Her chest began to heave heavily and Sam could feel her breath 
blasting through his closed fingers. The machine seemed satisfied with whatever the scan told it, and 
it moved up to Sam where it did much the same thing. 

Suddenly, it beeped for a second, something it did not do with Melanie, and an extra wide red 
beam scanned Sam’s face. 

It must know I’m connected to the giant from earlier, I’m so screwed, I’m so screwed, I’m 
so screwed. 

Just as quickly as it started though, the machine backed off, seemingly satisfied with its next 
scan. Its legs retracted back to the height they were before, and the baby phenom moved off into 
the bushes next to them. Neither one of them moved for a minute or two after it left, afraid that 
maybe it would return and change its mind on ending their lives. Eventually, Sam let go of Melanie, 
but the two stayed close, coughing and breathing in the freshest air they’d ever breathed in their 
lives. In Sam’s case, for the second time that day. After catching their breath both the teenagers just 
sat there in silence. At first Sam didn’t notice anything awry, but then the thought hit him. 

Maybe this is another one of those moments, maybe I should actually do something this 
time. 

If ever there was a time it was now. There was nobody around to disturb them. The clearing 
was serene, with nary a chirp or the faintest sign of wildlife. 

But there was a nagging feeling in the back of Sam’s mind. 

“Hey Mel...” he started. Melanie didn’t turn around yet. 

“Yea?” she answered back. 

He swallowed hard and grabbed her by the shoulders, “I think we should get out of here and 
probably go find Reka.” 

For a brief moment the air around them was tense, but Melanie slowly got to her feet, still faced 
away from him. 

“Yea...let’s go.” 

They both got up and Melanie started to walk randomly ahead away from Sam. He rushed up 
to her but it was obvious that the tension hadn’t completely dissipated. 

Sam spoke again, “Look, Mel, I—I like you, a lot, I always have, but right now I just think we 
need to go find—” 

But she still kept on walking. 

“Melanie...” he tried once again to get her attention. However, his words fell on deaf ears. 

“Never mind.” 

That got the girl’s attention. She whipped around and stared right into his soul, her mouth in a 
downward turn and expression dark. 

“Oh now you decide to stop chasing after me?” she sarcastically chastised. 

Sam shook his head, “No, I mean we don’t have to—” 
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Melanie groaned, “What? We don’t have to fight? We’re not fighting!” 

With a roll of the eyes Sam attempted to pomt past her, but she kept on going. 

“After all you said in that note you’re just gonna turn around and act like it was nothing?” 

“Hey, are you two lovebirds done yet? You're starting to piss me off more than usual.” 

A booming mechanical voice echoed from behind Melanie. As she slowly turned around, her 
Vitriolic expression turned to horror as she beheld a gargantuan milky hand extending through a 
clearing in the trees. Connected to that hand was the body of the machina from before, peering at 
them through the foliage. Melanie ran to Sam and nearly knocked him over. 

“T was trying to tell you, she’s already here.” 

The frightened girl looked at him and then looked at the hand. It took a moment for Melanie to 
realize that she recognized the voice coming through to them. 

“There’s another one out there. When I went back to the machina after—” the voice stopped 
for a moment, then frustratingly conveyed its thought again. 

“When I went back to the machina, I did a scan of the adversary and the computer noticed that 
there was a weak, but similar signal coming from this direction.” 

The two teenagers currently embraced looked at each other then back at the giant savior in front 
of them. 

“Tt’s not over yet.” 
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Afterword 


First and foremost: thank you, whoever you are, for reading this and dedicating your time to this 
book! 


The reason I’m writing this afterword is to bring you, the reader, into my world a little bit and 
explain the process of some of these dreams by each story. I started writing down or recording my 
dreams in 2009 because both of my parents were into stuff like that. I can’t remember who exactly 
told me to start, I think it was my mom, she was showing me a book on interpreting dreams and 
said you should just write them down. Before that, I had never really thought about it much, but it 
honestly changed my life. 


I don’t know how dreams work for anyone else, but mine aren’t really nonsensical abstract 
thoughts, almost all of them are like me watching a movie. I guess I trained myself to focus and tell 
myself before going to bed that as soon as I became aware of a dream (as much as your conscious 
mind can when youre asleep) to immediately “seize” it and get up and type it out on my computer. 
That, or try and repeat the dream to myself in a way that I could trigger the scenes again, like words 
or phrases (which I would usually also name them on my computer). 


The second reason this afterword is a thing, is because it’s been a decade in the making, and 
after this comes out there’s a chance I will forget little details about how these stories originally were, 
or why I made the changes I did, or something could happen where I forget. I’ve always loved 
seeing the creative process of “how” and “why” for things from my favorite creators, and so why not 
share mine with you? 


The Dope 

When I started writing down my dreams, the world (but America from my anecdotal point of 
view) was just getting into the “Age of Nostalgia” that we now find ourselves in. But not just that, in 
2009 social media and smart phones were in their infancy. Now we have everything at our 
fingertips, knowledge, movies, music, there is nothing that we can’t have right now. There are even 
apps now that track our sleeping patterns or tell us how much of and what kind of emotion we have 
in our voice when we’re talking. Probably the most controversial thing I will have written here is that 
people have become dopamine junkies, hence, “The Dope”’. It’s made it so that anything that 
doesn’t inherently make you feel good is not only immediately rejected but scorned as inferior or 
malicious. I don’t want it to come off like “old man yelling at clouds” but I feel like people are so 
afraid of accepting reality and dealing with it that they will substitute it for anything that gets them a 
big hit of dopamine. One of those things is our past, which capitalism has ever so conveniently 
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latched onto ina comfortable dystopia. A great many people have stopped looking forward, the 
chrome futures and Moebius-inspired worlds have been replaced with myopic remakes and casual 
apathy. This story, starting in my dream from the “clinic,” excoriates that through Roxy’s journey. 


The Examination of Bus 237 

Each of the stories are special to me for a different reason, partly because they were all 
happening at different points in my life and did different things for me. But the one thing I love about 
this story was that like all of them, I watched the twist happen in real time in my dream not knowing 
it would happen and reacting to it, it was an amazing feeling. Like The Color of Life, conceptually 
everything stayed the same from the dream. I’m not doing that to retain “purity” of it, but as the 
saying goes if ain’t broke why fix it? Rereading it I still get chills. Part of the name is inspired by a 
Junji Ito story. Bus 237 (the name, not the actual story of the bus) came from a previous dream that 
I didn’t and couldn’t do anything with and cannibalized for this similar story involving a trainbus. I 
originally was gomg to call it “The Enigma of Bus 237” because “enigma” is just such a great word, 
but ultimately chose against it because it’s just so hard not to bite off something Ito already did so 
well. He kinda ruined that word for everybody in the horror or thriller genres haha. 


Do You Remember How It Felt? 

The original dream for this story was the segment where Indar is in the Eigengrau Apparatus and 
Moriarty (unnamed in the dream) was fishing for the memory. The next part of the dream was the 
segment where Indar is sitting in the dark, and I vividly remember the red, yellow, and orange hues 
casting in the dark, as Indar realizes that the only thing still remaining from their deteriorating mind is 
the memory backup. The book title Dreams in Eigengrau is not named after the apparatus in the 
story, it’s the other way around. One of my favorite things about this story, was that I challenged 
myself to not use gender pronouns for the characters. Doctor Indar and Moriarty were originally 
written as women, and then changed, and then changed again, and I could never settle on what I 
wanted them to be. But I remember reading an article online somewhere about someone writing for 
trans characters, and so I challenged myself to do something similar. I really feel it fits the overall 
theme of the story, of who we are, and is it our past that defines us or who we are today. 


You Have No Followers 

There was some graffiti image on the internet that said something like, “In the future, everyone 
will want to be anonymous for 15 minutes”, or something like that (a take on both the original 
Warhol quote and the “15 minutes of fame” idiom) and it had such a profound effect on me, that I 
had two completely different dreams about it! These two dreams got combined to make the story 
you read here. I actually submitted this short story as an assignment in college, though slightly 
different. So if my English II professor ever sees this, this is where that came from! Other than little 
minor edits, the two combined dreams are almost identical here as they were when I transcribed 
them, the main difference being (which also occurs in said college assignment) is the setting originally 
took place in “Old Massachusetts,” and the main characters last name was spelled differently. The 
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entire time I remember this dream the name “John Castle” came to mind, and the visage of The 
Punisher, so I figured that was a little too on the nose, hence “Kasul,” which is pronounced the same 
way. 


Planet of the Dying God 

I still am not super fond of this name, haha. I don’t know, but over time I felt like it was the only 
one that fit, kind of reminds me of those old sci-fi serials with right-to-the-pomt names. “The Thing 
with Three Feet!” or whatever. I remember this story and Jo Mega Therion the most because I 
would work on these before class started. I would get to class something like almost two hours 
early (because parking at colleges and universities sucks) and after awhile I realized I could better 
utilize my time. I would just hope that nobody would take one of the computer desks in the corner in 
the library, listen to Tool’s Undertow record, and off I’d go. Also worth noting, I lost about 8000 
words of this story when I tried updating the drivers on my laptop, and it refused all put, even 
when turned on. Save your backups to the cloud every five mmutes everybody. The original dream 
that started all of this was the tomb scene where Joshua breaks out of the tomb. In that dream 
Joshua was talking along with the mechanical “moan” that happens, but I dropped that because, 
well, I didn’t have anything else to go with it at the time and it was just a concept, haha. It was so 
visceral and honestly almost scared me awake, I knew I had to do more with it. Also, why did 
almost all of the civilians die and not the military? Because in every single horror movie like that, the 
military people always die first, that never made any sense to me. They are the ones with guns and 
armor and strength, and the regular people were just walking chickens waiting to be taken out, who 
would you pick if you were a monster? 


Only Tears Make a Blue Rose Bloom 

If you couldn’t tell from the story itself} I was at one of, ifnot the lowest points in my life ever 
when I had this dream. If you were to ask me, “Ts this a story about suicide?” I would say, yes and 
no. The original dream for sure was about that, but dreams can be interpreted many different ways. 
When I was working on this, for the first time ever I felt truly alone, but it was a place of my own 
making and that came out in the dream like a metaphoric waterfall. I was 2000 miles away from 
where I was born, a pandemic was raging, I was currently between work with an unclear future 
there, and I had nothing to comfort me, except one person, and one choice. An Apocalypse 
Between Us and Only Tears are set against a similar romantic theme but Apocalypse 1s about 
exploring the bumpy road through romance and love, Only Tears was about questioning whether or 
not the emotions you ran away from were not only still there but even you anymore, and what 
happens when you have to stop and confront them? Well, I found out, and this story is the sum of all 
that. 


The Color of Life 
Almost literally unchanged from the original transcription minus Yiuwang’s name. For reasons I 
don’t know (in my dreams) my brain will often default to the name “‘Yang’, and I realized that while 
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that is a valid Chinese name, I had already used it in another project, and so I found another similar 
name. I really like this story because of how different it was from the dreams I was having at the 
time. It had such a great duality to it, but I guess that’s what I was going for, this lush, beautiful forest 
and canopy, and a happy family, the color of life, contrasted against the lifeless, soulless endeavor of 
capitalism, industry, money. The scene where Yiuwang is showing the main character the goop, I felt 
so much joy watching it play out. Honestly it’s one of the things I hate about writing being so literally 
two dimensional as a medium, is that I can’t really insert music or ambiance into the background 
unless the scene calls for it, because what I had heard in the dream made it seem so magical and 
pure. Maybe I’ll tackle that in the audio drama version! 


To Mega Therion 

It all started with Adam, his horrifying visage staring at people as an evil looking baby god. One 
of my favorite motifs, I guess you would say, is that no matter how otherworldly, alien, divine or 
godlike something is, to quote Arnold Schwarzenegger’s character in Predator, “Tf it bleeds, we can 
kill it.” We think of anything smarter, or faster, as these divine creatures, but everything dies. The 
name itself has been used on a number of things, it’s Greek for “The Great Beast’, referring to the 
false prophet in the Book of Revelations. When I was thinking of names for this story, I wanted 
something with that kind of divine irony to it, and I’ve always loved this name, so no matter how 
much I tried to ignore it, I knew this was the right name. Another thing I’ve always been fascinated 
by was the Recapitulation Theory, so when I was thinking of how Adam came to be, I ran across it 
again and immediately knew I had to do something with tt. It’s really fascinating how close and yet 
so far so much old research was to the answers of life. 


Hiln County 

Where did the name “Hiln County” come from? Simple, I don’t know! Haha, that’s just what it 
was in the dream, and so that’s what it is. In the original dream, there was this patriotic fourth of 
July-style picnic and fun happening in Appalachia or somewhere near, and this banjo music playing, 
very country, but ina lovable endearing way, these people aren’t caricatures. Half of my family is 
from or lives in southern Ohio, it’s like a time- and culture-warp when you go to certain places 
there. And then bombs drop, but what happens in a secluded place where the fallout doesn’t get to? 
Well, this place takes its fun, country race and turns it into a race for their lives. 


An Apocalypse Between Us 

This story almost didn’t happen because I wasn’t sure if I would have been able to write tt. 
That’s not to say that I couldn’t physically “write” it, but more so that the honesty involved with this 
particular story was very hard to come to terms with, I guess. There’s a saying that says you write 
your best stories when they are a part of you, and I believe that very much to be true. That being 
said, this story was a romance story, and being able to impart the reality of what I faced there, and 
where these characters came from, kind of scared me, haha. More than any other story, this one has 
a lot honesty in it. Many things in this story were very personal things that I wrote in real life in 
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relation to that subject, and ended up, ina few cases, verbatim in the book. I wanted to do that 
because to me that makes it that much better and real, it wasn’t me trying to come up with some 
romantic thing to say or do, it’s literally something I’ve written or said or done for real when I was 
that age. Showing that to people is super weird, but I needed to do it. Once I started writing it from 
the three or four similar dream stems that I had, I realized it was kind ofa cathartic therapy, like a 
cathartic fictionalized trip down your past that you can’t get away from, it reminds me of that 
episode of King of the Hill where Bill loses it and him and Hank start role-playing as Bill and 
Lenore, only then does Bill realize what it all actually really was. Do you let those feelings ftom the 
past guide you, or do you listen to the things that are right in front of you today? 
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